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Abstract
Barth, Katharina. PhD. The University of Memphis. May, 2016. El Ghorba fil Gharb:
Conceptualizing Ethnic Identity with Saudi Women Graduate Students in the U.S. Major
Professors: Christian E. Mueller, PhD; Alison Happel-Parkins, PhD.
This narrative inquiry examined how ethnic identity is conceptualized in the stories of Saudi
women students living and studying in the United States. This was done using theorists from the
field of ethnic identity and enculturation research, as well as postcolonial feminist critique to
address various layers of marginality and power relations. Participants included seven women
enrolled as international students in graduate programs at two northeastern U.S. universities.
Unstructured life-story interviews of 2 to 2.5 hrs. were conducted to elicit narratives of how the
women positioned themselves ethnically and how they were positioned by their surrounding
while living in the suburbs of the metropolitan city Gamuston and attending East Atlantic
University and Gariana University (pseudonyms). The rhizoanalytic approach of “plugging in”
(Jackson & Mazzei, 2012) theorists into the women’s narratives was used to interrogate the
intricate workings of ethnic identity positionalities in the socio-cultural, gender, and geopolitical
contexts that inform them. Each woman’s restoried narrative is presented individually, and
chunks of interview data are interrogated by “plugging in” the concepts of marginality (Spivak,
1990), catachresis (Spivak, 1993/2009), and multidimensionality of power relations (Sandoval,
2000).
Findings suggest that the women inhabited various contexts that inform their shifting and
situated ethnic identities, ranging from relational, linguistic, and geographical, to transnational,
generational, economic, and religious. The narratives illustrated the complexities of how the
women positioned themselves with/in, between, and apart from Saudi cultures, and how they
negotiated their Saudi, Arab, and gender identities. There were also various instances in which
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the women encountered and resisted being ethnicized and essentialized by their local
environment. When examined through a postcolonial feminist lens, it became evident that ethnic
identity, as well as power relations informed and influenced by both performances of ethnicity
and assumptions about ethnicity, is extremely complex and multi-dimensional. Despite the
women’s agency and their choices to study in the U.S., their experiences were also situated in the
niches of larger neo-imperialist constraints. This became particularly apparent in overly
militarized spaces, in Western media portrayal of Arab/Muslim cultures and people, and in
structural arrangements within educational institutions.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Who am I? Who can I be? Who am I allowed to be? And who do others make me out to
be? These questions first struck me as a first grader in a German school who spoke Russian and
was shamed for it, albeit less reflective and academic than confused and hurt. In Germany with
my paternal grandparents I was the Russian girl, and in Russia with my maternal grandparents I
was the German girl. And neither place fit. My parents, brother, and I would live in Monino in
the winter, in Krasnodar in the summer, and in Erfurt in between; when the wall fell and the binational alliance faded, we would permanently settle in Germany and rarely go back. Questions
of who I was and where I belonged resurfaced several times during my adolescence, first, living
in a very White part of Berlin known for its right-winged tendencies and the possibility of being
assaulted for not speaking or looking German; later, living in a neighborhood that was, per
neighbors, shops, and Berlin census, predominantly Turkish and Arab, and with the possibility of
being expulsed from school for not speaking or behaving German. Seven years later, I found
myself living in an industrial town in western Germany teaching at a high school with a large
number of Turkish students; “Schule im Brennpunkt” (school in the hotspot), they called it
euphemistically. After moving to the Netherlands, I took up a job at a similar location, but
instead with Moroccan and Surinam students; unflatteringly referred to as “school in
achterstandswijk” (school in disadvantaged district). In both schools I was not considered foreign
among my mainly locally born colleagues because I looked like them. Among my students,
however, I was treated and spoken to as “not like them [my colleagues],” and it made me feel
comfortable and understood, like being in a familiar and cozy place.
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Five years later, living in the southern U.S., married to an Egyptian living in the northern
U.S., residing a couple of months each year in Cairo, and frequenting Germany on my way to or
from Egypt, I have long accepted, what Edward Said (2002) calls, “this sense of not being quite
right” (p. 234), and most days I feel content with the social and academic circle I have formed
around me. When studying and failing to locate myself in models and questionnaires about
ethnicity, though, I feel suddenly insecure, powerless, incomplete, and strangely judged and
pathologized. Well-meaning colleagues explain it is because “you are different,” “not the norm,”
and “not really representative.” And yet I have met many like me who are “not quite right,” and
they are unaccounted for in these questionnaires: my Russian mother who has lived in three
political systems, gave up her Russian identity for the real threat of social ridicule, but who is
slowly rediscovering it; my Irish colleague who left Ireland for the U.K., France, and the
Netherlands, but who yearns for her siblings around the world and the place she was born; my
Palestinian friend, who grew up in Jordan, relocated in the U.S., who sometimes describes
herself as Palestinian, Jordanian, Muslim American, or Middle Eastern depending on the
situation, and who wishes but is not afforded to visit her ancestral roots.
So, does it matter that there are people who do not fit in monolithically, geographically,
and temporally delimited conceptions of ethnicity? Do the social contexts matter under which
their understandings of their ethnicities are shaped, and the way in which other people form their
understandings of them? Do the social and political dynamics in the larger environment matter
that may yield or force them to reframe their ethnic identities? Does it matter that
insider/outsider subjectivities are forged by these disciplines with very real and very dangerous
political, social, personal ramifications? Certainly with the push for more cultural exchange and
global citizenship in politics and education (e.g., Andreotti, 2007), these conversations need to be
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had, inside and outside the academy. At the same time, the question of “Who am I?” pertaining
to one’s ethnic identities cannot be answered in a sociopolitical vacuum and separate from the
questions “Who am I allowed to be, and in which moments, and how much?” and “Who am I
made out to be, and when, and with what repercussions?”
In this research project, I attempt to open spaces in the study of ethnicity and conceptions
of ethnic identity in which these questions are considered. I seek to contribute to rethinking
ethnic identity in a way that acknowledges the experiences of those yet unasked, or “unfit,” or
“unrepresentative.” One of these groups whose stories have not been explored in the field of
ethnic identity research are women from Saudi Arabia who live and study in the United States as
international students. Because the number of these students is steadily increasing every year
(Institute of International Education, 2014) and because many contradictory, misinformed, and
potentially damaging conceptions are made about the women’s ethnic identities (Disha,
Cavendish, & King, 2011; Moghissi, 2006), I set out to examine how the women conceptualize
their ethnic identities. I do so within the area of psychological ethnic identity research, and
simultaneously borrow from the field of postcolonial feminist critique to inform my thinking
ethnic identity at the edge of the political, historical, religious, social, and relational. In order to
interrogate my own positionalities, thoughts, and biases in this study, I use anecdotal asides
throughout my writing. These side comments also reflect my current situatedness and
positionalities in the research process, and are deliberately interruptive and fragmented. A more
detailed explanation is provided in chapter 3 in the subjectivity statement.
Student Mobility and Study Abroad
In 2012, more than 4 million students departed from their country of residence and set out
to study abroad (UIS, 2014). In the academic year of 2013-14, the U.S. recorded 886,052
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international students at their colleges and universities, while 289,408 students from the United
States chose to study abroad (Institute of International Education, 2014). International mobility
in higher education has never before been this high (Tummala-Narra & Claudius, 2013; see
SEVIS, 2015). The fastest growing regions with regard to sending students abroad to study at
United States institutions are the Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA). In 2013, about
54,000 international students in the U.S. came from Saudi Arabia and more than 10,000 came
from Iran (Institute of International Education, 2014). Conversely, however, only 11 U.S.
students studied abroad in Saudi Arabia and two in Iran, respectively. When both numbers are
combined, the sum of 13 equals one-third of U.S. students who traveled to Antarctica for a study
abroad program, a continent that currently has no permanent residents. Despite scholarship
programs encouraging U.S. students to study abroad in, what are termed, non-traditional
destinations (Lane-Toomey & Lane, 2013; Stroud, 2010) and a recent increase in international
students in MENA countries, the actual numbers are still surprisingly small, with 2% of all
traveling U.S. students studying in that region (Institute of International Education, 2014).
The international cultural exchange appears rather one-sided, despite researchers urging
that intercultural communication and understanding are important factors in the growing
diversity on university campuses. Fuchs et al. (1996) noted that the Americanization Movement
of the 1920s sought to assimilate the millions of immigrants and their children settling in the
U.S., with one method being a strict Anglocentric curriculum in public schools that would punish
deviant behavior. The “ethnically conscious movements” (p. 5) of the 1960s and ‘70s organized
by minority and feminist groups, however, paved the way for considerations of multiculturalism
in education by regarding cultural and ethnic diversity as an intrinsic part of American culture.
Rundstrom Williams (2005), for example, found that students who engaged in international
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exchange programs had more refined intercultural communication skills, but also added that
these skills could not be elevated in isolation; students’ active involvement in and interaction
with another culture are required for an actual cultural exchange. Goldoni (2013) summarized
that cultural exchanges are valuable for both international and domestic students because they
open opportunities for students to “explore new spaces, challenge themselves and their
preconceived ideas, observe other people’s practices with curiosity, and suspend judgment for
the sake of learning without being afraid to encounter differences in traditions and unfamiliar
values and customs” (p. 373). In order to facilitate a culturally diverse campus and learning
opportunities for both local and international students, Springer et al. (1996) suggested that
universities could set up racial and cultural awareness workshops – one of many possible
connecting points.
In Saudi Arabia one such initiative to promote study abroad and intercultural exchange
are government scholarships to students and graduates. The oldest exchange program for
example, the King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP), had been initiated by the late King
Abdulaziz Al Saud, founder of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and encouraged and sponsored
Saudi students to travel abroad to other Arab countries to follow Arab and Islamic studies. With
the following kings came expansions of international study abroad programs to Europe and the
U.S. and a steady increase in Saudi international students. However, September 11, 2001 and the
attacks in the U.S. marked a moment after which previous annual increases of Saudi students in
the U.S. stagnated (Institute of International Education, 2002; Institute of International
Education, 2009). This stagnation occurred possibly because of heavier restrictions on Saudi
citizens entering the U.S., the soaring increase in surveillance and screening of Arab individuals,
and an increase in hate crimes against perceived Muslims and Arabs (Disha et al., 2011;
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Moghissi, 2006; Taylor & Albasri, 2014). A 2005 meeting between Crown Prince Abdullah of
Saudi Arabia and former U.S. President George W. Bush, Jr. resulted in a joint statement that
would renew the partnership between the two nations and the efforts to increase cultural
exchange:
We must work to expand dialogue, understanding, and interactions between our citizens.
This will include programs designed to (1) increase the number of young Saudi students
to travel and study in the United States; (2) increase our military exchange programs so
that more Saudi officers visit the United States for military education and training; and
(3) increase the number of Americans traveling to work and study in the Kingdom. The
United States recognizes we must exert great efforts to overcome obstacles facing Saudi
businessmen and students who wish to enter the United States and we pledge to our Saudi
friends that we will take on this effort. (U.S. Department of State, 2005, para. 14)
As is apparent from this statement, the states’ focus lay not only in educational and occupational
matters, but also quite openly in conjoined military training facilitated by Saudi Arabia and the
U.S. Historically, the two countries can look back at a century-long (Long, 1985) that has seen
exchanges of many different, not mutually exclusive, forms, such as cultural, academic, touristic,
political, and economic.
While the Saudi government attempts to decrease the economic gap between its citizens
through educational and professional scholarships, academics also express that with global
interaction and international travel, the country’s national and cultural as well as its people’s
personal identities are changing (Denman & Hilal, 2011; Hilal, Scott, & Maadad, 2015).
However, with this large number of Saudi students traveling to and studying at educational
institutions in the United States every year, the amount of literature investigating Saudi
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international students’ identities and their experiences of living and studying abroad is
surprisingly scarce. While there is a growing body of literature on international students in
general and on East Asian students in particular (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015),
this is not the case for Saudi students or Saudi women students in the U.S. In response to this gap
in the literature, a movement within the psychology community among Middle Eastern, North
African (MENA), Arab, and Islamic women scholars is growing that tends to research and new
theories on Arab and Muslim psychology (e.g., Amer & Awad, 2015; Lambert & Pasha-Zaidi,
2015; York Al-Karam & Haque, 2015; York Al-Karam, forthcoming). While addressing
individual and larger issues within MENA, Arab, and Muslim communities, these scholars
simultaneously investigate the specific cultural contexts of their participants and their reader
audience. In this study, I seek to work within this growing body of work, adding to the literature
that pertains to the experiences of Saudi women international students living and studying in the
U.S. and their conceptions of ethnic identity.
Aside
“You only pour a very small amount of coffee into the cup. Do you see how light the
color is?” The hot liquid in the tiny cup I have been handed is indeed very light, and I bring it
closer to my face to inhale the fragrance and take a sip. Cardamom? I look over the rim of my
cup to the coffee table in front of me that is decorated with dates, nuts, honey, chocolates, and a
tall thermos. Behind the food trays lies a student ID and a light-blue crumpled up facemask.
“Try these dates, and then these. They are filled with peanut butter and almond, and then you
have to take a piece of walnut,” my interviewee’s mother instructs me. As the warmth of the
coffee fills me, I feel like at aunty Naoma’s place in Heliopolis where I am served and explained
how to properly indulge. Yes, there is a proper order of eating and much pride is taken in the
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food. While the Arabic music channel in the background plays an old Amr Diab video (from
when his looks matched his chronological age), the mother expresses her fascination with my
research interest and engages me in a conversation about the academic field of sociology, in
which she has earned her degree. Meanwhile, my interviewee produces a voluptuous dark
brown, moist-looking bundt cake, which I notice stands in stark contrast to her crisp, White lacey
summer dress. She places the tray on the side table to my left, where I had planned to position
my recorders for the interview. “It’s made with dates,” she beams. “You’ll have to take some
home! More coffee?” ‘How can I say no?!’ I think but can’t respond, my mouth stuffed with
dates and nuts. As the mother excuses herself to leave us to it, my participant finally settles on
the sofa perpendicular to mine and says, “So, did you hear what happened in Paris?”
Significance
The reduction of Saudi women as “objects-who-defend-themselves” against the male
Saudi patriarchy (Mohanty, 2003) and their oppression through clothing (religious or cultural),
social rights (e.g., driving, voting), and family roles (as wives and mothers) has had a
longstanding tradition in Western writing (Loomba, 2005). And while MENA scholars have been
“writing back” against and actively resisting the fetishizing of the “Oriental woman” (Shohat,
2002; Suleri, 1992), the stereotypical imagery has prevailed. Even a quick Google search of
“Saudi women” shows the first few hits as U.S. and U.K. news articles enumerating the
restrictions and limitations Saudi women are subjected to in the Kingdom. The result is an
erasure of the complex, multidimensional, agentic Saudi woman and her movement within
various cultural, occupational, religious spaces. For those women who decide to study and live in
the U.S., these expectations of a monolithic and oppressed group can influence how they are
positioned by others and how they express aspects of their ethnic identities, like cultural
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membership, religious practices, language use, and relationships in their daily lives with others.
Given the growing number of Saudi women studying in U.S. higher institutions (Lefdahl-Davis
& Perrone-McGovern, 2015), it is therefore important to address and explore the multiple social
contexts these students inhabit and navigate, and how their ethnic identities shape their
interactions with others who are part of these contexts.
Furthermore, this study is significant because it translates into practice researchers’
conceptualizations of ethnic identities as “socially constructed, multiple, potentially
contradictory and situationally variable” (p. 298). On the one hand, I used non-traditional
research methods that address the malleability and layeredness of ethnic identity. On the other
hand, specific theoretical concepts allowed me to interrogate the economic, political, gendered
neo-imperialist subtleties that inform these contexts and situatedness, and that are always already
present in the reduction and essentializing of Arab Muslim women.
Purpose and Research Question
The purpose of this study was to examine how Saudi women students living and studying
in the Northeastern United States conceptualized their ethnic identities and which aspects
contribute to it. This was done using theorists from the field of ethnic identity and enculturation
research, as well as postcolonial feminist critique to address various layers of power relations
that are an integral part of ethnicity and ethnic identity. In order to do this, I conducted
unstructured life-story interviews with seven Saudi women who were enrolled in a graduate
program at a Northeastern U.S. university as international students. The following main research
question guided my study: “How is ethnic identity conceptualized in the narratives of the Saudi
women students?” This question was informed by three more specific sub-questions: (1) How do
the women position themselves ethnically, and how are they positioned by their surroundings?;
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(2) How do the women’s ethnic identities inform their status as international students at an
institution in the United States?; (3) How do sociopolitical and historio-cultural power dynamics
inform the women’s ethnic identities?
Rationale
There are several reasons that require an investigation of Saudi women international
students’ ethnic identity. First, fundamental concepts of human identity such as ethnic identity
require the inclusion of the experiences of a large variety of people when defining ethnic
identity, making sense of it, and when creating theories and models pertaining to it. As Sue
(1999) explained, researchers in the field of psychology concerned with ethnic minority research
“cannot assume that existing theories or propositions developed on other populations are strictly
applicable to the population they are studying” (p. 1076). Yet, after extensive review of existent
literature, no study exploring Saudi international students’ ethnic identity has been found, and
therefore no studies exploring ethnic identity specifically with Saudi women international
students in the United States. If Saudi women make up an increasingly high number of
international students in higher education programs in the U.S., then it is imperative to examine
how these women make sense of their ethnic identities within their everyday lives, their
academic programs, and in relation to sociopolitical conversations pertaining to their
ethnicity/religion/cultural background by U.S. media outlets, politicians, and lawmakers.
In an ongoing effort, leading MENA women psychologist scholars are continuously working to
extend the small but growing canon available on the psychology on and counseling of Arabs and
Muslims by working from “within” these community and in socially and politically conscious
ways (Lambert & Pasha-Zaidi, 2015). With this study, I attempt to contribute to this growing
body of work.
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Second, oftentimes, the two concepts of race and ethnicity appear to be used
interchangeably, which can be problematic and even obstructive when investigating MENA and
Arab people. While many individuals and groups of MENA and Arab origin are legally
considered as belonging to the White/Caucasian race, as per census, they are often not afforded
similar societal privileges as their Western European, Euro-American, Euro-Australian, etc.
counterparts due to their ethnicity (Beydoun, 2015; Phoenix, 2010). Even within the American
Psychological Association and its subdivisions for racial and ethnic diversity, MENA individuals
are only recognized as members of an ethnic minority by the Society for the Psychological Study
of Culture, Ethnicity, and Race (Division 45) who led the initial petition for recognition in 2015.
Providing a study that focuses on ethnic-based power relations can contribute to the
contextualization of MENA members within a Western academic discourse.
Aside
It is the end of the year and my APA membership is up for renewal. I submitted an
abstract to next year’s annual conference, but it made me feel uneasy; just as uneasy as I felt
when I traveled to Toronto to present at that very conference this year. The “Hoffman Report”
that was sent to APA members just before the annual meeting outlines the involvement of highranking APA officials in aiding and covering up involvement in torture practices on mainly Arab
male detainees, a system that was put in place by the Bush administration after 9/11. During the
town hall meeting, discussions seemed to circulate around accountability and “moving
forward;” not one person mentioned the words Arab, Muslim, Middle Eastern, although these
were and are the people who endured the torture. At a seminar with representatives of the
Society of the psychological study of culture, ethnicity, and race, there was no chair for a Middle
Eastern and North African (MENA) representative and, again, no one uttered the words Arab,
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Muslim, Middle Eastern. That was in the summer; now it is winter and my uneasiness is slowly
turning into anger. Can I continue as a member of this group? Is there even a moving forward
without simultaneously moving backward?
These days, I read the 2014 address of the Assistant to the President for Homeland
Security and Counterterrorism, in which she defends the new program Countering Violent
Extremism (CVE), a form of “pre-crime” national security strategy to detect predictors of future
violence in individual’s deviant behavior (Muslim Justice League, 2015):
What kinds of behaviors are we talking about? For the most part, they’re not related
directly to plotting attacks. They’re more subtle. For instance, parents might see sudden
personality changes in their children at home—becoming confrontational. Religious
leaders might notice unexpected clashes over ideological differences. Teachers might
hear a student expressing an interest in traveling to a conflict zone overseas. Or friends
might notice a new interest in watching or sharing violent material. (The White House,
2014, para. 8)
Ironically, I can easily find myself in two, three, four of these “vulnerabilities.” The CVE
program that started out as a pilot in response to the Boston bombing, has now become an
integral part to the Department of Homeland Security, with additional support from the
Department of Justice, the National Counterterrorism Center, and the FBI, to “coordinate
government efforts and partnerships to prevent violent extremism in the United States” (DHS,
2016, para. 4).
While proponents reference Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and psychological disorders
when justifying these task forces (U.S. Department of State, 2015), I wonder how much
psychologists and the APA are involved in these programs, how much they should be involved? I
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also wonder how much more damage will be done to Arabs, Muslims, Middle Easterners, North
Africans who are made invisible in plain sight as targeted persons of interest when their
ethnicities and religions cannot even be mentioned…just as at the conference.
Operational “Definitions”
This is a list of recurring concepts and terms I use in my writing. Definitions and
understanding may vary depending on context and theorist – language may even fail me –; but
unless otherwise specified, I refer to the most common and general understanding of the concept.
Sometimes that means that conflicting and competing understandings are used for the same
word, which I address when this occurs in my text. Since language is fluid and changing and
“cannot be a comfort zone, because names are misfits” (Franco, 1996, p. 178), I cannot attempt
to capture an essence of the meaning of these concepts. This becomes a particularly important
reminder when considering that a postcolonial feminist framework (see Chapter 2 for an in-depth
explanation and discussion) informs my study. As the research and writing process continues,
further concepts will be added to this list and those already listed may be expanded on and
further clarified.
American Exceptionalism. The historical concept of American exceptionalism is rooted
in the belief that “the history of America is fundamentally different from that of Europe, and
specifically that of England” (Schwarz, 2000, p. 9) with its strict hierarchies of class and
religion. U.S. history has been sketched as distinctly different from the violent imperialism and
colonization of European nations. It has also been used to emphasize U.S. culture as diverse,
tolerant, and egalitarian and is contemporarily “ingrained in most schoolchildren through the
state’s educational apparatus” (Schwarz, 2000, p. 9). Currently, it can be observed in the
presidential race, for example in a revival of the slogan “Make America great again” (Taibbi,
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2015). Both the historical and contemporary use have been heavily criticized by postcolonial
scholars, as they neglect the histories of slavery, the continuation of structural racism, First
World erasure, and the forceful removal of “Others” (Subedi & Daza, 2008). In fact, failure to
address “the United States in the postcolonial study of culture and imperialism curiously
reproduces American exceptionalism from without” (Kaplan, 1993, p. 17).
Arab. It is difficult to define who is considered or who considers themselves as Arab,
since language, religion, race, and culture can differ vastly among members (Watt & Cachia,
n.d.). A politico-culturally unifying entity is the League of Arab States that was founded in 1945
and is now comprised of 22 members, namely Algeria, Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq,
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. While not in the Arab
League due to politico-geographical displacement and seizing of land, Palestinians are also
considered and consider themselves as Arab (Schulze, 2000). Because of these differing and
inconclusive definitions, I cannot pinpoint a specific working definition in this section, even as I
may use the word as a concept metaphor without an adequate referent (see, Catachresis) in this
work. I generally refer to Arab when authors, research participants, and academicians themselves
use the word describing specific people, cultural practices, and language.
Catachresis. Spivak (1990) defined catachresis as “a concept-metaphor without an
adequate referent” (p. 204), such as the words “Arab” or “woman” that are simultaneously
lacking (as they do not refer to a specific person) and politically loaded (due to their attached
connotations). Instead of dismissing this “approximate naming” (Spivak, 1993/2009, p. 29),
however, Franco explained that it should encourage speakers to “remain aware of the historical
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baggage” (p. 178) of the words. This concept is used as an analytic tool in this study. For further
explanation, see the discussion on catachrestic use in Chapter 2.
Colonialism. The term colonialism stems from the historical practice of European
countries’ expanding their territory by claiming land and people as colonies and subjugating its
inhabitants to their full or partial political control. Said (1993) differentiated between colonialism
and imperialism as follows: “‘imperialism’ means the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a
dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory; ‘colonialism,’ which is almost always a
consequence of imperialism, is the implantation of settlements on distant territory” (p. 9). The
practices of colonialism generally comprise three factors: “domination, exploitation, and cultural
imposition” (Butt, 2013, para. 7). One task within postcolonial critique is to examine the extent
to which former colonial rule has had lasting effects on contemporary society within the
colonizing and colonized territories and on international relations.
Counterstory/Counter-narrative. Counterstories and counter-narratives are “method[s]
of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not often told (i.e., those on the
margins of society)” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 32). Since counterstories resist a general
understanding, belief, or history in a larger society (the master/grand narratives), they are useful
when challenging dominant discourses and privilege, and illuminate power distributions.
Creative Analytic Practice (CAP). Creative analytic practice is an alternative form of
conducting qualitative data analysis and representation in order to accommodate the complexity
of people’s lived experiences, their meaning-making, and the representation of both in qualitative
research. Parry and Johnson (2007) explained the purpose of CAP as “to reflect experiences in
ways that represent their personal and social meanings rather than simplifying and reducing to
generalize” (p. 120). That approach includes using nontraditional forms of text such as movie
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scripts, poetry, and song, but also art installations, song, and theatrical performance. The goal of
CAP is to “break the binary between science and literature, to portray the contradiction and truth
of human experience, to break the rules in the service of showing, even partially, how real
human beings cope with both the eternal verities of human existence and the daily irritations and
tragedies of living that existence” (Lincoln & Guba, 2005, p. 211).
Diaspora. Diaspora and diasporic movement are broadly defined as “the voluntary or
forcible movement of peoples from their homelands into new regions” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, &
Tiffin, 2013, p. 81). According to Hall (1990) diaspora does not necessarily imply that
geographically displaced people seek to return to a former homeland. Here, diaspora is
understood as a group of people who leave their home location in a voluntary, forcible, or other,
more subtle and complex, manner, and become (temporary or permanent) locals in a different
geographical and cultural place. Per this use, international students in general and Saudi
international students as a collective can be conceptualized as part of a diasporic movement.
While their geographical movement signifies a commonality, Hall (1990) reminds us that
diasporic identities should also always be regarded as heterogeneous and culturally diverse. In
this specific study it means that the Saudi women’s geographical movement may be similar, but
their individual experiences, backgrounds, motives for movement, etc. may not be.
Empire. Within postcolonial work, the historical Empire generally refers to one or all of
“the three great empires – British, French, American” (Said, 1978/2003, p. 15). Of these three,
Great Britain had the most extensive colonies between the 16th and 20th century. Said
(1978/2003) described the relationship of the two empires France and Great Britain, that were in
continuous competition for territorial, and thereby political and financial, gain:
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allies and partners in some things, in others they were hostile rivals. In the Orient, from
the eastern shores of the Mediterranean to Indochina and Malaya, their colonial
possessions and imperial spheres of influence were adjacent, frequently overlapped, often
were fought over. (p. 41)
A common justification of colonization was the Empire helping savage and wretched nations
become civilized and “rehabilitated residents of productive colonies” (Said, 1978/2003, p. 35).
Ahmed (2010) described Empire as a “gift that cannot be refused, a forced gift” (p. 125) that
forcefully cultivated morals and manners perceived as proper by the cultural center from which
the Empire reigned.
Ethnocentric Universalism. The expression ethnocentric universalism is used by
Mohanty (2003) in her essay “Under Western Eyes.” It describes the practice of some Western
feminist scholars of the Second wave to universalize (1) the experience of all women and thereby
neglect different experiences of non-Western women, and (2) the experience of all “Third world
women” under the same label. She argued that ethnocentric universalist practices constitute
“woman” or “Third world woman” as a coherent and monolithic group, having “identical
interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location or contradictions, … gender or
sexual difference or even patriarchy” (p. 55). This critique is particularly pertinent in my study,
since I attempt to challenge and displace ethnocentric universalist practices in academic research
(see, for example Venn, 1998) by utilizing postcolonial theoretical concepts and corresponding
alternative analytical methods.
Hijab and ‘abaya. These items are pieces of clothing; the hijab is a veil covering the
head, hair, and chest, and the ‘abaya is a loose over-garment covering the entire body except for
head, hands, and feet, which are worn by some women. It is mandatory clothing for women in
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public places in Saudi Arabia, is usually made from a lightweight and airy material, and can
include embroidery. Colors, styles, and manner of wearing vary according to location, season,
fashion trends, and other factors (Lichter, 2009).
Latinx. The term Latinx has been introduced to break the gender binary of Latina/Latino
when speaking about persons of Latin American decent, and to circumvent gender assignment
necessitated by traditional grammatical use of the words Latina/Latino all together. It attempts to
include all forms of gender identity “from agender or nonbinary to gender non-conforming,
genderqueer and genderfluid” (Reichard, 2015, para. 3).
Mahram. Mahram are the male family members “so close [to a female] that they are
prohibited from marriage” (Spahić-Šiljak, 2012, p. 65). This includes, for example, “father,
brother, nephew, husband, possibly some of the husband’s close male kin, and any male
breastfed by [the woman’s] mother” (Leaman, 2006, p. 410). It is an Islamic concept and guides
certain conduct between Muslim women and men.
MENA. MENA is an acronym standing for Middle East/Northern Africa. Who and
which countries are considered to belong to this region is difficult to define, but generally
includes some members of the League of Arab States (sometimes excluding Sudan, Djibouti,
Somalia, Mauritania, Comoros), Iran, Palestine, and sometimes Israel, Ethiopia, Turkey,
Armenia, and Azerbaijan (Middle East and North Africa – MENA, 2015; Roudi-Fahimi &
Moghadam, 2003). The word Middle East (sometimes referred to as Near East) illustrates its
colonial etymology as it was contrasted to the central locations of Great Britain and France (or
the Empires) from which the world was divided into East and West (“Middle East.”, n.d.)
Neo-colonialism and Neo-imperialism. Neo-colonialism, or “new colonialism,” refers
to the exertion of control by former colonizing countries over their former colonies after they
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have become politically independent (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2013). This can occur in the
form of education and installment of new elites in an ex-colony through the influence and aid of
the former colonizing power in that country, or through economic and political pressure on a
developing nation to participate in the global economy under specific regulations or conditions
set up by economic “superpowers” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2013), like the U.S. and China.
In neo-imperialism, multinational corporations, NGOs, and other companies located in
economically powerful, developed nations operate in developing countries by extending
economic influence and dominance, and thereby creating economic dependency and exploitation.
This illustrates a more recent development in how foreign relations indirectly influence the
political and cultural infrastructure of a developing nation, often justified with a more covert
form of the “White man’s burden.” Neo-colonialism and neo-imperialism are sometimes used
interchangeably. However, it appears to be more beneficial to use the terms separately since they
highlight a historical shift in the approaches used to exert power globally.
Non-resident alien. Someone identified as a non-resident, or non-immigrant alien, under
U.S. immigration law, is a person who is neither a citizen nor a permanent resident of the United
States, but a temporary resident/visitor with a visa or traveling under a visa waiver program
(IRS, 2015; USCIS, 2011).
Other, Othering, and Otherness. Othering is a way of a majority group to marginalize
or exclude a minority group of people by highlighting cultural, religious, linguistics, and other
differences. Otherness is often represented through the use of cultural stereotyping and
essentializing, and contributes to the making of Oriental and exotic people (Hasan, 2005;
Loomba, 2005; Said, 1978/2003) in non-Western cultures.
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Positionality. As Acevedo et al.’s (2015) illustrated that positionality theory can be
traced to two streams occurring simultaneously, in postmodern feminism and in social
psychology. Both streams share the notion of a departure from an essentialist understanding of
identity and toward a claim that “individuals occupy multiple identities, fluid and dialogical in
nature, contextually situated, and continuously amended and reproduced” (Acevedo et al., 2015,
p. 32). In this paper, positionality is thereby understood as a “position of or situatedness of
identity” (Kezar & Lester, 2010, p. 166) and the conception that a person’s identities are multiple
and overlapping (Kezar, 2002), and informing and informed by the various contexts the person
inhabits.
Postcolonialism and Postcolonial Theory. In its basic form, “postcolonial” delineates
an aspect after (post-) a colonization of a nation or a people and after independence from
colonization has been attained. Historically, it is often used to describe the timeframe after
European, U.S. American, and Japanese imperialist rule gave up their world-wide colonies in the
20th century. As a theoretical concept, postcolonialism “deals with the effects of colonization on
cultures and societies” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2013, p. 204). The question whether there
is in fact such a thing as a postcolonial era or postcolonial writing, however, is a difficult one.
Historically, the prefix “post” implies that we have succeeded the colonization and imperialism
of the late 19th and early 20th century by the Western European, U.S., and Japanese powers that
strategically divided the world into extensions of their empires. Childs and Williams (1997), for
example, troubled this understanding of a post-era by asking “after whose colonialism?” (p. 1).
They posed that positioning the French and British empires with their supposed global demise in
the 1950s and 1960s again at the center of human history encourages the continued efforts of
Euro- or Anglocentrism. Mishra and Hodge (1991) pointed out that the British Empire has
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“attempted to sustain an illusion of unity under the euphemistic title of ‘Commonwealth’” (p.
399) and that postcolonialism as both oppositional to and complicit of colonialism needs further
investigation and differentiation. McClintock (1992/1994), too, argued that an undifferentiated
“post-colonial” would follow a similar faith as that of a universally believed feminism that is
neglectful of different histories and power relations and “voided of political nuance” (p. 293).
Simultaneously, having established a field of postcolonial studies allows scholars to discuss,
critique, and attempt to deconstruct the “forces of oppression and coercive domination that
operate in the contemporary world: the politics of anti-colonialism and neo-colonialism, race,
gender, nationalism, class and ethnicities” (Young, 2001, p. 11).
Third World. The term “Third world” and its distinction from the First and Second
world (and later Fourth world), was introduced during the Cold War. It referenced the economic
world powers of the capitalist West (First world), the communist USSR and satellite states
(Second world), and the nations who aligned with neither (Third world) and who were often
former colonies. The term was first used by French demographer Alfred Sauvy in his 1952 essay
“Trois mondes, une planète” [Three worlds, one planet] in which he summarized a growing
critique of the exploitation and economic exclusion of these nations: “car enfin, ce Tiers Monde
ignoré, exploité, méprisé comme le Tiers Etat, veut, lui aussi, être quelque chose”1 (Sauvy, 1952,
para. 12). The term began to shift when picked up by Western economists and politicians, so that
“the vocabulary of Third World [became] a battle field of conflicting meanings” (Hadjor, 1992,
p. 2). While “Third world” appeared to designate geographical locations (especially African and
Asian regions) and entire nations despite economic diversity within one country, the word was
Transl.: “because at the end, this Third World, ignored, exploited, disdained like the Third Estate, wants
to be something, too.” The Third Estate references the 18th century three-state system in France, which
was formed by clergy (first estate), nobility (second estate), and bourgeoisie, peasantry, and the working
and farming poor (third estate), the latter who were heavily exploited by carrying the French government
with their taxes.
1
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slowly replaced with other descriptors such as “developing” and the “Global South” (Quan,
2012). The images attached to it, however, were generally those of “poverty, disease and war and
usually features pictures of emaciated African or Asian figures” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin,
2013, p. 261). Later within postcolonial critique, some scholars have used the term Third world
to prevent “depoliticization of the decolonizing project” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2013, p.
261; see, for example, Minh-ha, 1987; Mohanty, 2003). Therefore, in this work I will use the
term in order not to remove the intentions of postcolonial scholars, their political and historical
references, reminders, and critique.
Chapter Overview
In Chapter 1, I provided a brief overview of the current mobility of international students
in general and of Saudi students in particular, and a first outline of the present study. This
chapter also includes a collection of recurring terminology, concepts, and operational definitions
that will be used throughout the paper.
Chapter 2 comprises two sections. In the first part, I will introduce the theoretical
frameworks employed in this study, ethnic identity and acculturation theories, on the one hand,
and postcolonial theories, on the other. More specifically, within ethnic identity, the focus is on
theories of ethnic identity development, acculturation, and assimilation, and within postcolonial
theory I will discuss the specific frameworks of postcolonial feminist theory and Third World
feminism. The second part contains a review of the literature pertaining to experiences of Saudi
women international students, and one study that examines Saudi women enrolled in graduate
programs in the U.S. in particular. This section is concluded with the results of a pilot study I
conducted with a Turkish international graduate student and key points in her narratives that
were previously unmentioned in the other studies.
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In Chapter 3, narrative inquiry is presented as the chosen methodology of this study. Here
it is also discussed how the concepts of grand narrative and multidimensionality within this
methodology inform my work. The second part is concerned with the research methods of indepth life story interviewing, observation, and journaling and memoing. Here, their interactions
with the framework of postcolonial feminist theory are also explicated. In the remainder of the
chapter, I will provide information of trustworthiness and ethics, a statement on subjectivity,
information on site and participant selection, and an outlook on the analysis, interpretation, and
representation of the collected data.
In Chapter 4, I will use the rhizoanalytic tool of “plugging in” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012,
2013) to interrogate the narratives of my participants’ interviews through the theorists I
presented in the second chapter. The chapter follows seven sections, each dedicated to one of the
participants. Chunks of narrative and “plugging in” of the theorists’ concepts alternate.
In the concluding Chapter 5, the research questions I posed at the beginning are
addressed and implications, struggles and complicities, and suggestions for future research are
discussed.
Aside
I tried to avoid writing politically in my first chapter and completely exhausted myself! I
attempted to write about studying abroad, Saudi students and scholarship opportunities, and the
need for research of Saudi women’s ethnic identity conceptions as they study in the U.S. But in
all honesty, among the articles and publications of counterterrorism task forces, Arab students
detainment in foreign countries, Muslim families’ expulsion from planes on the request of DHS
and other passengers, the systematic profiling of Arabs at airports and universities, the Araboand Islamophobic incitement in political debates, the disgust and hatred expressed in
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commentary sections on online news articles, the outcry against these injustices… how can the
question of “who am I” ever be relieved of political context? How can ethnicity be apolitical?!
I’m writing against objectivist truth-seeking, representative research approaches and yet catch
myself trying to be traditionally scientific, void of “bad sources” (newspaper articles on the
Internet, individual hearsay, anecdotes), writing around the elephant in the room.
Surveys assessing ethnic identity statuses ask people if they have “a lot of pride in their
ethnic group,” if they “feel good about [their] cultural and ethnic background,” and if they are
“active in organizations or social groups that include mostly members of [their] own ethnic
group” (Phinney, 1992, p. 2). How can these statements be answered outside a political context
by groups of people who are systematically profiled, questioned, humiliated, interrogated, and
insulted? How can their presumed stability of ethnic identity be measured when forces around
them attack these identities in everyday situations? Does that mean some people have
unexamined ethnic identities, or they are in search of them? Or could they possibly be in a
search of ways in which to negotiate their ethnic identities and the misconceptions held by others
to avoid repercussions? Ethnic identity cannot be apolitical. When U.S. Census whitewashes
Arabs, Middle Easterners, North Africans and lets them drown in the pool of White privilege;
when research neglects MENA groups during their formulation of generalizable ethnic identity
instruments; when Saudi students’ scholarships pay out three times the amount for tuition at U.S.
institutions despite the students very competitive qualifications, then ethnicity is political. When
a person who identifies as a woman, a Saudi, a daughter, a straight-A student, an early career
clinician, is solely perceived as an Arab/Muslim and is met with the rhetorical question “Why
are you here?”, then ethnicity is political.
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Chapter 2
Theory and Literature
As my dissertation work is concerned with Saudi women graduate students living and
studying in the U.S. and their conceptions of ethnic identity, I begin my theoretical framework
with an overview of the major theorists within ethnic identity and acculturation theory, and
explain how they inform my study. In order to address questions about neo-imperialist,
neocolonialist contexts that may shape ethnicity and ethnic identity, as I raised them in the first
chapter, I make use of a second theoretical framework, postcolonialism and, specifically,
postcolonial feminist critique. In that section I explain my use of the two particular concepts of
catachrestic metaphors and the multidimensionality of power relations. In an overview of
relevant literature on Saudi international students’ experiences in Western higher education
institutions, I first present four studies with Saudi students in general and then two studies on
Saudi women students in particular. The usefulness of the studies and their critique then guide
me into the last part that presents a pilot study in which I formed some of the alternative research
approaches I am using in this dissertation work, such as unstructured interviewing, integration of
postcolonial feminist critique, and rhizomatic analysis
The Difference Between Race and Ethnicity
There has been much discussion about how to and if to differentiate between the terms
race and ethnicity (Chávez & Guido-DiBrito, 1999). In their chapter in the Encyclopedia of
cross-cultural school psychology, Proctor and colleagues advise that race is “used to designate
subgroups within a larger population, or even within all of humanity” (Proctor, Collins, Harper,
& Truscott, 2010, p. 775), while some academicians refer to differential biological traits and
others to the sociocultural construction of race as a human characteristic. Scott and Marshall
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(2014a) noted that “reputable scientific opinion” asserts that there are no “innate differences of
personality, intelligence … between populations” (para. 1), a belief that had been carried over
from the historical slave-trading era in the U.S. and the European Colonial period.
Ethnicity, in contrast, is defined by characteristics such as “race, religion, country of
origin, language, and cultural background” and can be viewed as referring to “kinship and
affiliation, commensality, intimate sharing, and belief” (Williams, Mpofu, & Montsi, 2010, p.
779-780). In this definition, race is a subcategory of ethnicity and not an independent aspect.
Rosa (2010) outlined ethnicity to comprise a group of people “whose members identify with
each other, usually on a presumed common genealogy or ancestry … typically united by
common cultural, behavioral, linguistic, or religious practices” (p. 438). While the definition of
ethnicity comprises a complex issue that has not yet found consensus among researchers (Chávez
& Guido-DiBrito, 1999; Quintana, 1998), attempts have been made to confine the term and
contrast it from the concept of race. Scott and Marshall (2014b), for example, argued, “the term
ethnicity was coined in contradistinction to race” (para. 2) as it is generally not defined through
biological characteristics like race is. This definition, however, conflicts with the academic
observations of race as a social construct.
To circumvent the heated discussion, Phinney and her colleagues collapsed the terms race
and ethnicity into a combined concept in their research work, though without doing away with
either concept, “because of the wide disagreement on its [race’s] meaning and usage for
psychology” (Phinney, 1996, p. 918, as cited in Helms & Talleyrand, 1997, p. 1246).
Unfortunately, this does not appear to serve the concept of ethnicity well, which is overshadowed
in this combination. As Helms and Talleyrand (1997) pointed out, “in psychology, and in
American society at large, ethnicity seemingly has no real meaning apart from its status as a
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proxy for racial classification or immigrant status” (p. 1246). One example of a large educational
database that uses ethnicity as a proxy for Latin origin is the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES). The differentiation between race and ethnicity in their integrated
postsecondary education data system is marginally distinct, and without further elaboration, in
which individuals are divided into “Hispanic or Latino” and “Non Hispanic or Latino” on the
ethnicity dimension, and into American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Black/African American,
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, and White on the race dimension (see National Center
for Education Statistics, 2015, p. 3). Approaching ethnicity as a singular dichotomous
characteristic (Latinx/non-Latinx), however complex the discussion on the definition may be, is
problematic because it undercuts “dimensions of cultural socialization … and expression”
(Helms & Talleyrand, 1997, p. 1247) that are pertinent to the concept of ethnicity and ethnic
identity.
Phoenix (2010) explained, “ethnicity is what people do, rather than what they are” (p.
297), which takes the focus off an inherent quality or characteristic and presses for
acknowledging contexts and behaviors. This, however, appears problematic when considering
conceptions of people being “ethnicized” or ethnicity being inscribed on them by others through
visual perception and depiction, generalization, and behavioral or cultural assumptions (Maira,
2011; Shoshan, 2008). Hassan (2002) quite pertinently summarized U.S. racial and ethnic
perceptions of MENA and Arab groups that have led to suspicion and persistently damaging
stereotypes:
Although Arabs and other people from the Middle East are classified racially as white
according to the US Census and most affirmative action forms, since the 1960s, the US
government has unofficially constituted them as a distinct racial group by associating
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Arabs with terrorism and threat to national security. Unlike other racial constructs, such
as blackness or Asian-ness, which are defined officially in opposition to whiteness, the
contemporary racialization of Arabs appears to be linked to US foreign policy in the
Middle East and its translation into the domestic context. (para. 15).
While I do not agree with the phrasing of an unofficial racial group rather than the profiling of an
ethnic group, I do understand the convolutedness of ethnicity and race visible in this statement,
and the politicization of the concepts. Separating race from ethnicity is necessary, however, for
the following reasons. First, U.S. census identifies most MENA and Arabs as White, yet without
the perks of White privilege (see e.g., Ajrouch & Jamal, 2007), which makes it difficult to speak
about a racial discrimination or racialization when the group is perceived to belong to the
dominant racial group. Furthermore, categorization, profiling, and discrimination of MENA and
Arabs does not necessarily happen on the basis of skin color, which again would dilute the
discussion around discriminatory perception and treatment. Last, MENA and Arab are
descriptions more suitable within ethnicity since it often (though not always) encompasses
identifications with commonalities of “cultural values, behaviors, beliefs, and traditions”
(Chávez & Guido-DiBrito, 1999, p. 41) in addition to language and in many cases religious
practices (Abu Rabi’, 2004). Since the influence of racialization and discrimination is firmly
embedded in racial identity models (e.g., Cross, 1971; Jackson, 1976; Sellers et al., 1998), this
study should serve as an opportunity to situate discriminatory experiences, oppressive forces, and
power distributions just as firmly within ethnic identity.
To conclude, the concept of ethnicity is helpful when describing differing cultural,
historical, linguistic, and other aspects of groups within the same country or geographical
location, and ethnic differences can coincide with racial differences. Ethnicity should not,
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however, replace or stand synonymous for the concept of race for the reason that this approach
would simplify questions of racial and ethnic privilege, particularly for individuals and groups
that are formally categorized as White yet are ethnically considered a minority group (Phoenix,
2010), such as, for example, some members of MENA and Arab countries.
Ethnic Identity Theory
Phoenix (2010) described a marked split between approaches of ethnic identity research:
those building on Erikson’s legacy of stage and progressive identity development and those
conceptualizing “ethnicized” identities as “socially constructed, multiple, potentially
contradictory and situationally variable” (p. 298). While Phoenix gives specific examples of
stage-model racial and ethnic identity theories, the explications on social identity theory are
largely based on work from stereotype threat and self-categorization. While in this section the
post-Eriksonian ethnic identity theory of Jean Phinney is discussed, in the second section
assimilation and acculturation theories are presented that complement the research of social
identity work. The theories discussed in this section are selected on the basis of their significance
within psychology, on the one hand, and on my thinking with these theorists in this study, on the
other.
Several theories have tapped into ethnic identity or paved the way for a theoretical
framework specific to ethnic identity development. Within social identity theory, Lewin (1946)
argued in his theory of membership that sense of identity within a specific group is necessary for
the well-being of the person, since, as he hypothesized, positive self-esteem alone does not
warrant satisfactory membership in a group. Particularly for members of ethnic minority groups,
he hypothesized that through marginalized socialization people can develop enmity towards
other group members which, in turn, can evoke “an over-degree of submissiveness, guilt
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emotionality, and other causes of forms of ineffective behavior” (Lewin, 1946, p. 45). Tajfel and
Turner (1979), who expanded the theory of membership in their concept of self-categorization,
conceptualized ethnic identity as conflicts occurring on the continuum from interpersonal to
intergroup behavior. They defined interpersonal as influential interactions and relationships
between individual people, and intergroup as interactions based on individuals’ memberships of
a specific social group. Tajfel and Turner explained that conflicts on the social level originate in
conflicting interests through competitive behavior, and that intergroup conflicts can actually
increase a person’s identification with their in-group.
Later developmental psychologists conceptualized identity in their grand theories
differently. As one of the first to concern himself with the concept of identity as a psychosocial
developmental process, Erikson (1968) described eight linear stages in human development in
his psychosocial model. According to his theory, a crisis signified the entrance of each stage and,
depending on the mastery of each crisis, a person’s personality would be shaped. The better the
management of said crisis, the more stable one’s personality would be. Furthermore, Erikson
acknowledged that external – social and environmental – factors influence the development of a
person. Marcia (1966) then built on this model and added the factor of commitment to his theory
of ego identity and identity status. Like Erikson, he located the preoccupation of identity
development within adolescence years. Marcia theorized that the status of a person’s identity is
found in one of four categories, depending on whether a person has or has not experienced
commitment and crisis. He explained that “crisis refers to the adolescent’s period of engagement
in choosing among meaningful alternatives; commitment refers to the degree of personal
investment the individual exhibits” (p. 551). If adolescents have not experienced a crisis but have
made a commitment, which in Marcia’s view may be solely based on parental goals for them,
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they are situated in identity foreclosure. Identity moratorium, on the other hand, indicates that an
adolescent is experiencing an identity crisis at that moment, but is struggling to make a
commitment. Someone who has neither experienced an identity crisis nor made an active attempt
to commit to an ideology or occupation would be located within the identity diffusion status,
while a person who has overcome the identity crisis and has made a commitment to their choices
is understood as having an achieved identity status.
In order to situate Phinney’s ethnic identity development model, the explications on these
theorists are helpful and necessary to illustrate her use of the concept of membership, groups
belonging, and stages of identity development. In the following section, the theoretical overlaps
are visible when I give a detailed description of her model.
Phinney’s ethnic identity development model. Within the field of psychology, it was
Phinney’s work that specifically established the field of ethnic identity theory through her ethnic
identity development model and the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) that tests and
solidifies her hypotheses. She described the development of ethnic identity as not necessarily a
linear process as it “can be conceptualized in terms of qualitatively different ways of relating to
one’s own and other groups” (Phinney, 1989b, p. 24). While few research studies rely on
theoretically-based conceptions of ethnicity, according to Phinney (1989b), most assumptions on
ethnic identity stem from an intuitive “sense of the unique qualities of a particular group” (p. 24),
particularly through outward appearance. Drawing from Lewin’s concept of membership, she
further argued that ethnicity is dependent on interaction with a different culture through which
awareness of one’s own membership is created (Phinney, 1989b). This generally occurs by
contrasting one’s own ethnic culture to that of the majority group. In order to conduct
quantitative analysis on ethnic identity, Phinney then composed a list of four presumed
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signifying components which she deduced from research findings that inform ethnic identity
expression, namely self-identification, sense of belonging, ethnic attitudes, and participation in
cultural activities (see Phinney, 1989b, pp. 10-18). The expression of these characteristics then
guides the decision in which of the four ethnic developmental stages a person resides.
When examining Phinney’s (1989b) definition of ethnic identity development, the strong
influence of Marcia’s identity status theory becomes apparent. She defined it as “the process of
development from an unexamined ethnic identity, through a period of exploration, to arrive at an
achieved ethnic identity” (p. 39). She further noted that the focus of ethnic identity study should
be primarily on adolescents and young adults, though she did not advocate for an exclusion of
older persons per se. These aspects – a linear developmental process from ignorance to
comprehension through involvement and exploration by a certain age group – resonate strongly
with Marcia’s theoretical assumptions as described above. According to Phinney, “both attitudes
and behaviors with respect to one’s own and other groups are conceptualized as changing as one
develops and resolves issues and feelings about own and other groups” (pp. 31-32). Whether
these behaviors and attitudes are positive or negative does not necessarily describe the specific
group but the developmental stage at which the person resides. According to Phinney, in order to
better assess and determine people’s development, ethnic identity should be treated as an
independent variable so that its impact on self-esteem and ego identity could be examined.
Moving from one stage to the next is determined along two aspects: the exploration one
undertakes to find out more about one’s ethnicity, and the commitment one makes to one’s
specific ethnic group. Phinney (2004) described commitment as “the strength of one’s ties with a
particular group” (p. 3) as it connects to the identity expression with its three entities: (1)
evaluation of one’s ethnic attitude, (2) importance of one’s group membership, and (3) emotional
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attachment to one’s ethnic group. Exploration, on the other hand, is defined as “the process of
examining and experimenting with alternative directions and beliefs” (Phinney, 2004, p. 4). In
order to make a commitment or engage in ethnic exploration, it is believed that the individual
needs to encounter an identity crisis that stimulates the development. This assumption stemmed
from Erikson’s description of a psychosocial moratorium, which is a time in which a person “can
experiment with different social roles before making permanent commitments” (Gurin, Dey,
Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002) and thereby overcoming the identity crisis and resuming identity
equilibrium.
Depending on whether “exploration and commitment” are high or low determines the
four developmental stages in Phinney’s initial model, which, just as in Marcia’s theory, are
named as Foreclosure, Diffusion, Moratorium, and Achievement. Persons who have engaged in
little exploration of their ethnic identity and who also have not made a commitment to a
particular ethnic group can be found in the diffusion stage, while persons who made a
commitment to an ethnic group yet without further exploration of their own ethnicity are
categorized as foreclosed in their ethnic identity development. Ethnic identity moratorium is the
stage in which persons are actively exploring their ethnic identity but have not made a
commitment to one specific group. If that commitment occurred after active exploration, the
person is understood to have an achieved ethnic identity.
From four stages to three. While collecting data to support her theoretical model,
Phinney discovered that participants in the two groups of ethnic identity foreclosure and
diffusion with both low exploration scores were nearly indistinguishable from each other.
Therefore, she combined the two, and instead of four developmental stages, changed her final
model to three.
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The unexamined ethnic identity stage (diffusion and foreclosure) describes people who
have not yet explored their ethnic identity and therefore have either “no clear conception about
their ethnicity” (Phinney, 1989b, p. 29) or have “accepted [and adopted] the major culture’s
negative view of their ethnic group” (Phinney, 1989b, p. 30). Phinney (1996) asserted that this
negative orientation toward one’s own ethnic group is largely due to socialization within the
family and the cultural environment of the person, and could stem from little consideration of
what ethnicity means in various contexts and how it can affect one’s life.
The stage in which people become aware of ethnic differences, also referred to as ethnic
identity search or moratorium, indicates that people are actively exploring their ethnic identity in
an “attempt to clarify the personal implications” (Phinney, 1989b, p. 37) through inquiry and
experimentation. It is also here that ideas about ethnic group memberships are formed and
meaning sought, which can bring along negative attitudes toward the dominant culture as the
person is emotionally invested in their own culture and begins to recognize racism and
discrimination. While Phinney (1996) explained that “experiences trigger the desire to
understand the history, traditions, and current situation of [one’s] group” (p. 146), it is yet
unclear what exactly initiates the progression from the previously unexamined stage to this
exploratory one.
The third stage, in which a resolution to the ethnic identity crisis is found, is described as
an achieved ethnic identity. Persons in this stage self-report an understanding of their own and
natural-feeling ethnicity, and Phinney described this as the optimal outcome. Persons in this
stage have both explored their ethnic identity and have made a commitment to their particular
ethnic group, which “corresponds to acceptance and internalization of one’s ethnicity” (Phinney,
1989a, p. 38). Phinney (1989b) noted that “the developmental model assumes that with
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increasing age, subjects are more likely to be ethnic identity achieved” (p. 31) which in persons
of minority groups is observed in confidence and security in their ethnic membership. The
“dominant culture” could perceive this achieved identity as in two ways: either as positive
intergroup relations as persons of cultural minority integrate into their “dominant culture,” or as
a “philosophy of separatism” (Phinney, 1996, p. 147) in which persons of cultural minority
completely reject the major culture and fully embrace their minority ethnicity.
There are various ways in which the MEIM could be utilized to inform research on ethnic
identity development. Openly addressing ethnicity and multiculturalism could be a beneficial
endeavor at the higher education level where students are encourage to explore their own identity
formations. However, most studies conducted on ethnic identity lack consideration for (non-)
immigrant and international students and their experiences with ethnicity during their studies in
the U.S. (Gonzalez, Eades, & Supple, 2014), despite Phinney’s model being utilized as a
universally applicable tool.
Theories of Assimilation and Enculturation
As within ethnic identity theory, there were also several foundational theorists who
established and contributed to the field of cultural assimilation and acculturation. For example,
Milton Gordon (1964) developed two particular concepts within assimilation theory, the
“melting pot” concept (supposed even mixing of two distinct ethnic groups) and the “adaptation
to the core society” concept (the minority group’s taking on of the core society’s culture and
values while simultaneously letting go of their minority culture) (p.75). In the assimilation
process, Gordon differentiated between seven stages of which cultural and structural assimilation
are the primary. In his definition, cultural assimilation pertains to the minority group’s “change
of cultural patterns to those of the host society” and structural assimilation to the minority
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group’s “large-scale entrance into cliques, clubs, and institutions of [the] host society” (p. 71). In
both cases, the minority or migrant person is understood to be the adopter of the majority
society’s culture without cultural exchange taking place. Gordon, therefore, cautioned that when
adaptation of a minority group to the “core society” takes place, the step of structural
assimilation would lead to a disappearance of the minority ethnic group and its values as they are
absorbed by the “core culture.”
In contrast, John Berry (1992, 1997) argued in his pluralistic concept that attention must
be given to voluntariness, mobility, and permanence when considering someone’s necessity of
adapting to another culture. He explained that there are differences in conscious choice when
comparing the culturally adaptive experiences of immigrants, refugees, indigenous people, and
sojourners, such as international students. Similar to Marcia’s and Phinney’s stage models, he
presented a dichotomous bi-dimensional matrix and argued that in order to allow for a successful
psychological and sociocultural adaptation of minority persons and groups to the larger culture,
the conditions that enable or inhibit adaptation should be a focus in this investigative field of
research. Just as in Gordon’s theory, progression toward adoption of the larger culture is the
ultimate expectation and goal of the migrating individual.
A third influential and contemporary researcher on cultural adaptation and assimilation is
Young Yun Kim’s (2005) cross-cultural adaptation theory with emphasis on intercultural
communication. He argued that within a hostile or opposed environment, the person struggles for
an internally equilibrated state within, which leans on Erikson’s conceptualization of an inner
disequilibrium that is experienced in situations of crisis and which needs to be restored.
However, in Kim’s concept, the individual is much more actor and active as “mover” and,
therefore, holds considerable agency over their adaptive processes and their environments.
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Instead of trying to resolve conflict and difference and do away with uncertainty and
unfamiliarity within this line of research, Kim (2006) encouraged these unsmooth spaces,
because they represent the interethnic experiences of people which are often difficult, messy, and
stressful. Yet again, the struggle presented is the minority person’s acceptance, or nonacceptance of the dominant culture.
These explication are useful because they directly inform Weinreich’s
reconceptualization of acculturation theory and Schwartz and colleague’s critique and expansion
of Berry’s model, which are used to inform the present study.
Weinreich’s enculturation. Weinreich (2009) argued that enculturation was more
appropriate terminology when speaking of the experiences of migrant groups to a dominant
culture, since it
emphasise[s] the agentic individual incorporating cultural elements during socialisation,
whereas acculturation typically references migrants’ movement towards and adoption of
the mainstream ‘receiving’ culture. Implicit in the use of the term acculturation is the
relative diminution of the significance of heritage culture, whereas the agentic qualities of
enculturation conceptualise the continuing incorporation of cultural elements of any
available ethnicity, mainstream or otherwise, that are significant to the individual. (p.
125)
In order to operationalize “ethnic identity” in his research, Weinreich asserted that it is
part of a person’s identity and pertains to “those dimensions that express the continuity between
one’s construal of past ancestry and one’s future aspirations in relation to ethnicity” (p. 128).
This definition already hints at Weinreich’s later argument that neither the understanding of
identity nor that of ethnicity are stable and fixed entities, but that they are always changing
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throughout a person’s life time, depending on his or her cultural and familial norms and values,
and his or her offspring. He therefore defined enculturation as “a process of incorporation of
cultural elements [that] become elemental aspects of the person’s overall identity” (p. 128). In
fact, depending on the context and environment in which people find themselves at a particular
moment, they can alter their cultural perceptions and behavior accordingly and align it more with
either the host or their own culture, which Weinreich referred to as “situated identities” (p. 129).
His example encompasses Muslims in the U.K. who identify more with their Muslim peers in
Islamic contexts and more with British culture in non-Islamic environments. With its flexibility,
this concept contrasts Berry’s somewhat monolithic and binary understanding of a minority and
a majority group.
Schwartz et al.’s critical and expansive considerations. In their critique of
contemporary thoughts on assimilation models, Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, and Szapocznik
(2010) also establish that Berry’s concept of assimilation is unnecessarily limiting. Instead of
casting it aside, the authors use it as a springboard to expand understanding of cultural
adaptation, or the use of “cultural practices, values, and identifications” (p. 238) of the majority
society by the minority persons. Their approach is therefore less method- and analysis-driven,
but instead contains theoretical musings of rethinking cultural adaptivity.
Schwartz and colleagues (2010) asserted that two aspects are not reflective of people’s
actual experiences with cultural adaptation: the analytic need to locate a person within a highlow bidimensional matrix of receiving-culture acquisition and heritage-culture retention, and the
very slim evidence of minority group people locating themselves within “marginalization” as
completely separate from the majority culture. Nonetheless, using an approach that is allencompassing of cultural experiences and that disregards minority and majority roles is not
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suitable either. Schwartz and colleagues (2010) therefore offered that the analysis of people’s
perceptions of enculturation/acculturation processes should be conducted through the
investigation of the people’s specific contexts, including “the characteristics of the migrants
themselves, the groups or countries from which they originate, their socioeconomic status and
resources, the country and local community in which they settle, and their fluency in the
language of the country of settlement” (p. 240). This is particularly necessary to consider
because “migration does not occur at random” (p. 241) and often depends on labor needs of the
host country and employment needs of the migrant country. In order to maintain consistency
through their descriptions, Schwartz et al. (2010) largely focus on the United States as a
receiving nation, though they do note that migration is not an inherently American phenomenon.
In their contribution of rethinking contemporary understandings of acculturation and
cultural assimilation, Schwartz et al. (2010) highlighted various factors that should be
reinvestigated in future research. For example, they argued that although a “one size fits all”
approach is not preferable when it comes to the differences between migrant populations, there
appear to be some similarities of experiences of migrants depending on the time in their lives
they migrated to a different country and the specific historical context. They further argued that
studies concerned with acculturation and mental and physical health outcomes should make use
of multidimensional and bi-directional models rather than unidimensional ones in order to find
out the actual causation of phenomena such as “immigrant paradox” (increase in acculturation
results in an increase in health problems). They posed, therefore, that studies with smaller sample
sizes and of bidimensional structure would be more beneficial when investigating psychosocial
and health issues.
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As already mentioned, Schwartz et al. (2010) did not provide a theoretical or
methodological concept or an analytic tool, but tried to critique current practices of research to
further and expand understandings within the field. Because “to say that a person is, or is not,
‘acculturated’ is likely an oversimplification of a complex phenomenon” (p. 248), the authors
suggested that all influential factors investigated in cultural adaptation need to be conceptualized
as multidimensional, interactive and yet sometimes autonomous, time-sensitive, and cognizant of
directionality, i.e. who is adapting from where to what.
Applying Ethnic Identity and Acculturation Theory
Since my interest pertains to the educational experiences of Saudi women graduate
students at a university in the northeastern U.S. and their conceptions of their ethnic identities, I
discuss in this section how I can put the presented theories to work. Specifically, I discuss how
Phinney’s (1989a, 1989b, 1996, 2004) work on ethnic identity, Weinreich’s (2009)
understanding of enculturation, and Schwartz et al.’s (2010) interrogative critique can inform my
research work. In all three instances, I elaborate on how I can benefit from these considerations
in my own study.
With regard to acculturation and cultural adaptation theories, it is particularly
Weinreich’s (2009) reconceptualization of acculturation as enculturation and Schwartz and
colleagues’ (2010) critical questions that can inform my research. Weinreich’s assertion of the
research participant as agentic and active in decision-making and sense-making processes of
their cultural mobility is an important aspect that I incorporate in my methodological
considerations of using postcolonial critique and research method (unstructured life story
interviewing). Regards for agency within a postcolonial methodological conceptualization can
mean that I specifically look for the active subject and its expressions of self. In this respect, my
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participants are not only located within the “Saudi” (giving) and “American” (receiving) culture,
but are active co-constructors of and within these cultures. Furthermore, considerations for other
forms of culture that are not readily or overtly observed within the binary host-migrant societies
can help me ask interview probes that better tap into multiculturality than bi-culturality.
Weinreich allows me to consider questions such as “What conversations do you have with
people who are not from Saudi Arabia?” and could elicit explications of majority and other nonSaudi minority culture responses. Even the notion of minority and majority culture could be
troubled with Weinreich’s (2009) explications, since he argues for a “continuing incorporation of
cultural elements of any available ethnicity, mainstream or otherwise” (p. 125).
Another important aspect Weinreich points out with his work is the continuity between
one’s ancestral roots, on the one end, and their plan to extend their family, on the other end.
Interview strategies that elicit participants’ conversations about their ethnic lineage through their
family histories can be accomplished by using a narrative inquiry form of life story interviewing.
Weinreich’s continuum helps me think about probes that tap into family legacies, as well as the
women’s wishes, aspirations, and possibilities. Part of these thoughts can also be the women’s
grapplings and angst. As Weinreich encouraged, enculturation should be thought as a process
that pertains to ethnic identity and ethnic mobility but should be understood as one part of one’s
overall identity.
This understanding of a permeable, flexible, and shifting ethnic identity and what
Weinreich refers to as situated identity also juxtaposes the use of Phinney’s ethnic identity
theory, but in a critical and informative way. Although Phinney’s (1992) line of statements in her
ethnic identity analysis does not reach questions of, for example, historicism, cultural
relationality, and customs that were observed by the minority group before encountering the host
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culture, they can open up to considerations for probes and incorporated into life story
interviewing. Instead of administering a fixed survey with binary answer possibilities, I can
transform the statements into probes and take the answers I receive as impressions of the
moment, or less crassly, as temporary localizations of my participants within their shifting
identities. For example, instead of using the statement “I have a clear sense of my ethnic
background and what it means for me,” this idea could be rephrased as “Tell me what being
Saudi means to you;” similarly, when inquiring about cultural practices and understandings, I
could query “What makes the Saudi culture unique for you?”
As for Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, and Szapocznik (2010), they help me think through
my research process with their critical questions, methodologically and analytically. When they
pose, for example, that research into enculturation and acculturation need to include more details
on the migrants’ characteristics, I translate that into the use of life story and the possibility of
participants sharing their thoughts and experiences on their familial relations, their cultural habits
and practices, and socioeconomic and educational lineage, if they wish to share this information.
As Schwartz et al. (2010) explained, migration does not take place at random. Neither do I
suspect it a random occurrence that most of my potential participants are in the “hard sciences,”
and specifically in medically related fields. Using the women’s detailed explorations of these
topics through extended in-depth interviews can help create a more complex understanding of
their positionalities and localities, and their conception of ethnic identity within a U.S.
Northeastern academic and cultural space. Therefore, instead of perceiving the ethnic and
acculturative concepts as methodologically restrictive, I employ them throughout my research
process as informative, critical, and expansive tools.
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Aside
My German passport is ranked the second strongest in the world according to Passport
Index, an online tool that calculates the global power by “accumulat[ing] points for each visa
free country that [the passport holder] can visit without a visa, or…a visa on arrival” (Arton,
version 0.11.1704.15, n.d.). It even ties with South Korea and France with 145 visa-free
countries and ranks just behind the U.S. and U.K. At airports, I can often recognize the “power
within” from a simple glance at the color: red for Europe and blue for North America. In most
countries I travel to I do not stand hours in customs and immigration lines, carry with me bags
of papers or even a visa. Mostly I just need a good reason, like “I’m visiting a friend” or “I’m
here for a conference” that will satisfy authorities. When it comes to our vacation plans, though,
Adham and I have more difficulty finding a destination. Mexico has become our default location
because of many reasons, but practically also because of its visa-free agreements with both our
countries. His passport ranks 64th – just after Saudi Arabia’s on 57 – with 53 visa-free countries.
Not Canada, the Caribbean islands, or Japan, not Europe to see my family or his, not even
Dubai for his conference, because they require visas for Egyptian citizens. While we are in the
luxurious position to even consider these places as travel destinations, the difference with which
our passports are weighed and valued is glaring. So when I am called into secondary inspections
at U.S. airports time and time again, he jokingly mimics a misconception held by some people
about our relationship, “I thought I married a German for the perks of a better passport and not
being held up for being Egyptian. And now we’re missing our connecting flight because of you.”
Comic relief is easier to digest after frustrations and anxieties of hour-long detention.
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Postcolonial Theory
Postcolonialism as an academic field of study and as a theoretical framework within
research comprises many diverse definitions of collective and individual people(s). Much of the
groundwork for the field of colonial and postcolonial studies has been laid by writers during the
mid and late 20th century, such as colonial discourse theorists Edward Said and Homi Bhabha,
sociologist Stuart Hall, novelist Chinua Achebe, and psychiatrist Frantz Fanon. Many of these
writers drew their inspiration from Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) Selections from the prison
notebooks and Karl Marx’s (1848/1977) “Communist manifesto” to criticize global power
imbalances and differentiation between oppressor and oppressed through neo-colonialist and imperialist politics. Furthermore, they illuminated Western conceptualizations of “Others,” or
non-Westerners, which were located on the receiving end of the power binary, e.g.
educated/uneducated, civilized/savage, first-world/third-world, White/Non-White, etc.
While postcolonial critique has become an integral part of international, cross-cultural,
literary, and other academic work, it was not until postcolonial feminists drew attention to
matters of woman and feminism that gender became a central topic in postcolonial work
(Fraiman, 1995; Hasan, 2005). As Moore-Gilbert (2000) pointed out, “While [Edward Said’s]
Orientalism acknowledges the masculinist nature of colonial discourse, it fails to pursue the
interrelations between empire and issues of gender in any great detail” (p. 454). Likewise,
Bhabha’s work did not dedicate much attention to discussing gender and its impact on his
theoretical concepts (Moore-Gilbert, 2000). While postcolonial theorists have spoken of the
“Third space,” the “hybrid,” and the “Orient” in general terms, postcolonial feminist work has
pointed out issues of representation and questions of location. More precisely, postcolonial
feminists have urged recognition of “specificities of race, class, nationality, religion, and
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sexualities that intersect with gender, and the hierarchies, epistemic as well as political, social,
and economic that exist among women” (Rajan & Park, 2000, p. 54). Within this space,
historical and political contexts of locations and the positionalities of women within, or removed
from, these contexts are thematized (Rajan & Park, 2000).
As will become apparent in the existent studies on Saudi international students in the U.S.
and Australia, there is often no recognition of the participants’ ethnic, historical, familial, gender,
and political differences beyond their common nationality. Diasporic experiences of living in
between cultures and participants’ gender-specific explications remain greatly unexamined,
despite postcolonial and postcolonial feminist literature shedding light on Eurocentric hegemony
and neo-imperialist practices that are intricately tied into academic work and everyday Western
life. As I will argue throughout my work, Saudi women’s experiences of studying abroad and
their sense-making of their ethnic identities can neither be homogenized nor can they be regarded
outside geopolitical and sociohistorical spaces. Some of the scholars who established and
continue to contribute to the critique of generalizing and essentializing “Other” women are
discussed in detail in this chapter.
Postcolonial Feminist Theory
I would like to preface this section with two historical scenarios that illustrate the
importance of feminist critique in postcolonial work and the “false dilemmas” Iranian and Saudi
women navigated. Baillargeon (2011) argued that
[a] false dilemma arises when we allow ourselves to be convinced that we have to choose
between two and only two mutually-exclusive options, when that is untrue. Generally,
when this rhetorical strategy is used, one of the options is unacceptable and repulsive,
while the other is the one the manipulator wants us to choose. (p. 59)
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It could be somewhat problematic to describe the two options as convictions within the
individual herself and to suggest that there may be only one manipulating instance at play.
Nevertheless, Baillargeon’s concept can be helpful making sense of the contesting spaces in
which the following women found themselves caught up in.
When De Groot (2010) outlined the feminist movements in Iran over the past 150 years,
she pointed out that between the 1910s and 1950s, Iranian “male politicians and opinion formers
made women’s role as wives and mothers, their access to education and employment, and their
public visibility, flagship of expendable issues” (p. 260). Iranian women activists fought for
women’s suffrage and engaged in general and gender politics. European political and financial
involvement in Iran and its Western cultural influences, though, evoked movements of Iranian
nationalism and women were left with the ultimatum to either defend the Iranian country and its
interests, or fight for women’s emancipation. After the removal of Prime Minister Mosaddeq
with help of the U.S. CIA and the British MI6 in 1953, again, Iranian women were faced with
criticism of either neglecting anti-imperialist nationalism or tainting the “authentic” Iranian
culture and religion for their emancipatory movements, posing a “false dilemma.”
A similar discourse circulated in Saudi Arabia after 6 November 1990, when Saudi
women took to the steering wheels in protest of the national driving ban for women. Le Renard
(2014) explained that at that time, U.S. army men and women were visibly present and driving in
the country. Saudi women, and particularly those who had lived and studied in Western countries
and were used to driving, protested the ban on women driving. Just as in De Groot’s (2010)
example, religious and political leaders in Saudi Arabia argued exclaimed that these protests,
paired with Western influence, would lead to a collapse of the cultural, moral, and religious
traditions of the nation. “To drive means to abandon the veil, mock Islamic precepts, take the
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side of secularists,” wrote Le Renard (2014, p. 36), which put Saudi women activists and their
allies before a similar false dilemma, where fighting for women’s emancipation and their right of
mobility was regarded as synonymous to opposing and betraying one’s cultural traditions and
national loyalty. Up to today, the Western world is condemning Saudi women’s curtailed rights
(Chaudhry, 2014; Yuce et al., 2014), while simultaneously upholding collective stereotypes of
Arab women as uneducated, oppressed, and segregated (Al-Malki et al., 2012; Almunajjed,
2006). What is not considered, however, is the complexity of Arab and Saudi women’s identities,
for example in the recognition that religion for Muslim feminists can be “a source of resistance
even as its practitioners challenge male-dominated interpretations of the Quran that reinforce the
subjugation of women” (Mishra, 2007, p. 263). As Elsadda (2004) phrased the issue, these
stereotypes “are used to legitimize the neo-imperialist discourse of interventions and preemption
against ‘rogue’ Arab states” (p. 42), not to actually further Saudi women’s interests. Holst
Petersen and Rutherford (1986) referred to this futile dilemma as infested by “double
colonization,” which are the oppressive forces of both patriarchy and “Empire,” the politically
and economically oppressive forces dictating Western norms.
“Other” women: False homogeneity and stereotyping. An issue that is closely related
to generalizations of Arab women and their supposed monolithic identities is the belief that
“woman” is an identifiable and homogenous group. Black feminist in the 1970s in the U.S. were
at the forefront of illuminating this falsity often perpetuated by White, Western feminists. While,
for example, Audre Lorde (1984/2003) and bell hooks (1984/2005) critiqued the Western
feminist movement for its White middle-class exclusivity and cast suspicion on a claim of
inherent unity and sameness of women, postcolonial feminists undertook similar projects that
dismantled the myth of the homogeneity of women. As Mohanty (2003) famously argued, people

47

should step away from pretentious claims of universal sisterhood which “effectively erases
material and ideological power differences within and among groups of women, especially
between First and Third World women” (p. 116). Instead, she argued, the focus should be on
feminist solidarity and coalition, and women should create a feminist discourse that is reflective
and self-conscious of differences and productions of experiences. This responsive and
responsible solidarity, along with a continuous critique of Western feminism’s oppression of
non-Western women, mark two of the major tenets of postcolonial feminism.
Following the critique of Black feminists, Chilla Bulbeck (1997) challenged some of the
undifferentiated White Western feminist writings that intended to define and represent “Other”
women neglecting their oppressive implications. In referencing Spivak, she urged her readers to
“learn about the other woman, not as the stereotype we see in the popular media, either
oppressed by foreign customs or as the exotic other, clad in colourful difference” (p. 1). The
stereotypes attached to “Other” women are contradictory yet do not diminish their essentializing
force: “the strong black matriarch exposed to domestic battery; the veiled Iranian who took up a
gun to fight for her country’s independence; the passive mail-order bride who is nevertheless a
scheming gold-digger; the proud erect image of Winnie Mandela in her traditional headdress but
convicted of corruption” (Bulbeck, 1997, p. 1). While she acknowledged that no singular
representation of women can exist, she also described the disadvantages of taking every story
individualistically:
One could claim that there are as many centres as there are women. In a sense there are.
But political and theoretical pressures accord particular salience to some differences, for
example identities based on class, race/ethnicity, sexuality and, more recently, age.
(Bulbeck, 1997, p. 3)
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Writers should not, however, see themselves invited to forge false homogeneity among women
of a particular geographical area, religion, nationality, etc. but be encouraged to explore the
various intersections of identity.
Sara Suleri (1992) expanded the issue of Western feminism and non-Western women by
focusing on the complicity within academia of perpetuating a stereotypical discourse on “Other”
women by practicing academic self-censorship. More specifically, Suleri contended that the
academy should critically inquire about the question “how plural are we in our constructions of
singularity; and how singular in our apprehensions of the plural” (p. 757). She urged, “until the
participants in marginal discourses learn how best to critique the intellectual errors that
inevitably accompany the provisional discursivity of the margin, the monolithic and untheorized
identity of the center will always be on them” (pp. 757-758). In order to add to the scarce
discourse, though, the underlying discourses of woman and postcolonial need to be examined for
their fit in the hybrid form “postcolonial feminism.” To reconcile these two concepts and expose
the question “which comes first, gender or race” (p. 759), Suleri uses both gender and race in her
own conceptualization of postcolonialism and adds the concept of profession in her work.
Third World woman in Western feminism. As briefly touched upon before, Chandra
Talpade Mohanty (1998/2003) delineated issues of Western feminist conceptualizations of a
unity among women and the emergence of a misrepresented and essentialized “Third World
woman” through her writings, a form of Western “us” versus “Other.” In the first version of her
essay “Under western eyes: Feminist scholarship and colonial discourses,” Mohanty (2003)
dissected the colonizing assumptions that women living in countries with an exceptionally high
poverty rate (what used to be historically termed as “Third World” nation), can be understood as
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a homogenous, unified group by illustrating how privilege and Westernness in feminism has
shaped viewpoints of the “oppressed Third World woman.” She argued that certain feminist texts
discursively colonize the material and historical heterogeneities of the lives of women in
the Third World, thereby producing/representing a composite, singular “Third World
woman” – an image that appears arbitrarily constructed but nevertheless carries with it
the authorizing signature of Western humanist discourse. (p. 19)
Furthermore, in her words, the problem of colonizing practices of Western feminism on “Third
World woman” is twofold:
Assumptions of privilege and ethnocentric universality, on the one hand, and inadequate
self-consciousness about the effect of Western scholarship on the Third World in the
context of a world system dominated by the West, on the other, characterize a sizable
extent of Western feminist work on women in the Third World. (p. 19)
Mohanty defined “that stable, ahistorical something that apparently oppresses most if not all the
women in these countries” (p. 19) as the “Third World difference.” Searching for this
monolithic, stable res follows in the steps of “ethnocentric universalism,” which is one of the
major tenets of postcolonial critique.
Mohanty (2003) also explained that the assumption of women as “an already constituted,
coherent group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic, or racial location,
or contradictions” (p. 21) fostered generalizing practices of an identifiable “Third world
woman.” Common representations of assumed “shared oppression” suffered by these women
are: the victims of male violence, the universal dependents, the victims of the colonial process,
victims of the Arab familial system, victims of the Islamic code, and victims of the economic
development process (p. 23). In addition to these superimposed assumptions, “Third world
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women” are also always already perceived as
religious (read: not progressive), family-oriented (read: traditional), legally
unsophisticated (read: they are still not conscious of their lights [sic]), illiterate (read:
ignorant), domestic (read: backward), and sometimes revolutionary (read: their country is
in a state of war; they must fight). (p. 23)
While disseminating Western White feminisms and perceptions of non-White nonWestern women, Mohanty (2003) actually highlighted the need for a separate inspection of
postcolonialism under a gender-focused lens. In her writings, she differentiated between women
as “objects-who-defend-themselves” and men as “subjects-who-perpetrate-violence” (p. 24). By
Western perceptions, women in Arab and Muslim societies in particular are believed to be
inherently oppressed by monolithic forms of patriarchal kinship systems without consideration of
historicism, ideological structures, locality, or familial relationality. As she asserted for the
specific Western perceptions of “Islamic Arabia,”
Not only are all Arab and Muslim women seen to constitute a homogeneous oppressed
group, but there is no discussion of the specific practices within the family that constitute
women as mothers, wives, sisters, and so on. Arabs and Muslims, it appears, don’t
change at all. Their patriarchal family is carried over from the times of the prophet
Muhammad. They exist, as it were, outside history. (p. 28)
Ella Shohat (2002), too, cautioned about the additive practice of lumping more and more
women together under similar labels to form “a coherent yet easily demarcated entity” (p. 68). In
her view, purely translating certain Western feminist practices into other contexts under
multicultural or transnational feminist practice poses substantial problems. One of the reasons is
that feminism is largely seen as a Western phenomenon not aiding or applicable to Arab/Muslim
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women. In fact, Shohat delineated that some feminists branded theory as an inherently Western
phenomenon, which cannot simply be replicated in other “feminisms.” She therefore contended
that comparisons between “Western” and “Third World” women should be suspended for
explorations of different positionalities within histories of power.
Postcolonial theorists have continuously discussed the importance of cultural, historical,
geographical, and political differences between countries, and continue to expose uneven power
relations and global capitalist subjugation and exploitation of “underdeveloped” or “developing”
countries. Feminists within this space, however, have the additional task of delineating the
differential experiences not only between women and men, but also among women from
different social, educational, religious, geographical, historical, or familial backgrounds.
Doing space in postcolonial feminist research. Chela Sandoval (1991, 2000) offered
suggestions as to how academic research can avoid reproducing Western hegemonic feminist
practice of the 1980s and circumvent essentializing non-Western woman as a monolithic entity.
For example, she argued for the reconceptualization of how Third World feminism is perceived
and used by scholars, and pushed against the White Western middle-class feminism of the 1970s
and 1980s. Particularly relevant is Sandoval’s concept of the multidimensionality of powers
(noticeably plural), in which she argued for an understanding of past linear metaphors of
horizontal or vertical power relations. In her explication on how an understanding of power has
shifted over the past decades from a vertical “leveled” comparison in modernist thinking to
global horizontal terrains in the postmodern sense, she explained,
Social change is described less through vertical and hierarchized metaphors that represent
oppositional actors as “below,” “under,” “inferior,” or “subordinate,” who move “up,”
become “elevated,” or “overcome” all obstacles. Instead, such metaphors are being
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replaced with horizontal alternatives that describe oppositional movement occurring from
“margin to center,” “inside to outside,” that describe life in the “interstices” or
“borderlands,” or that center the experiences of “travel,” “diaspora,” “immigration,”
“positionality,” or “location” on the grid. (2000, pp. 73-74)
Reframing hierarchical and material power relations in global horizontal “power patches,”
however, allows the very practices of vertical oppression to persist covertly as conversation and
consciousness are pushed to move on to a different theoretical concept. Nonetheless, Sandoval
asserted, “The growing metaphoric dominance of this newly conceived horizontal grid
networking the globe generates a kind of double-reality and double-consciousness of power, with
new and old formations at work all at once” (p. 74). In fact, ignoring the multidimensional
manifestation of oppressive power moves could “[result] in ever-new modes of democratically
exchanged hostilities, competitions, antagonisms, and suspicions” (p. 74) without actually
changing the oppressive power field.
In her concept of marginality, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1993/2009) differentiated not
only between a powerful and oppressive center and a subordinate/oppressed margin, but
produced a more refined understanding that troubles the immediate identifiability of these binary
spaces. Depending on educational background, work, family and social status, language, and
other value-coded signifiers, one could inhabit the margins of the center (where Spivak as an
Indian Western-trained academic locates herself), the center of the margin (where the aspiring
elite is promised authentic marginality by the former colonizers), or the margin of the margin
(which she described as the subaltern space).
Both concepts of locality and malleability of power(s) are useful in this study as they help
me examine structures of hierarchy (vertical and horizontal) and positionalities of my
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participants within the spaces they inhabit. Exploring ethnicity only from a place in which the
women were previously and are currently located would neglect political, cultural, local, and
international influences that directly impact these spaces. For example, a woman from the
Bedouin tribe of Shammar in northwestern Saudi Arabia may position herself differently in her
ethnic identity than a woman from a middle-class family in Riyadh, a city considered religiously
conservative. At the same time, the social, religious, and nomadic status of either of these
women played an influential role in how they are positioned by their environments. As a Saudi
woman student, my participant may not only inhabit the space of a person studying in the U.S.,
but is part of local and national institutional systems: she may need to maintain a specific GPA at
the U.S. institution, fulfill scholarship requirements, circumvent state laws that limit her ability
to obtain occupational licensure, etc. Sandoval’s concept of multidimensionality complexifies
how and where power is thought to operate, while Spivak’s concept of center-margin adds layers
to locality in relation to the colonizing center. The usefulness in my particular study is therefore
twofold: these two concepts help trouble the limiting connotations of “Saudi woman graduate
student,” and they add a multitude of particularities such as local, national, and international
politics and economy, histories, ancestries, cultural beliefs, familial traditions, etc. that are
always already part of various power structures.
Doing catachresis in postcolonial feminist research. A second prominent concept in
postcolonial feminist research is Spivak’s (1990) catachresis or catachrestic metaphor, which she
defined as “a concept-metaphor without an adequate referent” (p. 204). In this sense, a
catachresis is a word, for example “Middle Eastern” or “woman” that supposedly represents a
group of people under a common label where there is, in fact, no real or true “the Middle
Easterner” or “the woman.” As Mohanty (2003) and Suleri (1992) asserted, there is no
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monolithic and homogenous Arab, Muslim, Saudi, etc. that would be a representative of all.
Sometimes a catachrestic metaphor is used because no more adequate word can describe that
person or thing, and sometimes these generalizing terms are imposed onto groups of people with
very material effects, as can be observed in the current political debate on “illegal immigrants”
[sic], for instance. Catachreses are not only damaging, though, but are context-dependent,
multifaceted, and can be used to deconstruct oppressive spaces. They are helpful in describing
“spaces that one cannot not want to inhabit and yet must criticize” (emphasis added, Spivak,
1990, p. 206). To illustrate this with a simple example, as a German student at a U.S. university I
find myself in a space I cannot not want to inhabit. As an international student (a metaphor
without an adequate referent) I am not awarded the same opportunities as U.S. students, for
example through my limited work opportunities or my inability to leave the country as I please
without violating my visa requirements. The benefits of obtaining a degree from an accredited
U.S. university, however, can help me gain academic recognition and find well-paying
employment.
Spivak cautioned the use of catachresis as much as she highlighted its necessity. She
argued that from a neo-colonial standpoint catachrestic words that describe a person are used to
satisfy the need to “name the margin” and thereby make it identifiable and legitimized. So, by
using the word, the audience or reader may identify a person as just that – “Third World” in
Mohanty’s examples, “Saudi women” with my research participants – with various connotations
and a great loss of complexity. Within scholarly work, these practices of identitarianism can be
as dangerous as they can be powerful, when the speaker attempts to “[control] the dangers by
making them visible” (Spivak, 1993/2009, p. 199).
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And yet, catachrestic metaphors can also be used by those speaking from the margin as
powerful self-inscribing linguistic tools. Gloria Anzaldúa (1999), for example, used the word
“new mestiza” in her book Borderlands: The new mestizo = la frontera to signify a third space
that breaks up the binary understanding of two separate cultural locations perpetuated by
Western writing. In her own autobiographical, creative writing that she mixes with academic
explorations, Anzaldúa explained:
Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and
their value systems, la mestizo undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an
inner war. Like all people, we perceive the version of reality that our culture
communicates. Like others having or living in more than one culture, we get multiple,
often opposing messages. The coming together of two self-consistent but habitually
incompatible frames of reference cause un choque, a cultural collision. (p. 100)
By utilizing this metaphor, which has previously had a derogatory colonizing connotation in
Spanish and French contexts, Anzaldúa expressed her unidentifiable, shifting, and transcultural
autobiographic experiences of marginalization between the Mexican and U.S. American border.
In this study, examining catachreses helps me ask what these concept-metaphors imply
when my participants use them, how and when they use them, and what tactical function they
may fulfill. They can also represent placeholders for concepts that have no suitable description or
words that are not existent in the English language. Another question I can ask with catachreses
is which words are not being used, particularly those that appear commonly and readily in
Western discourse and in postcolonial critique. Furthermore, focusing on the concept of
catachresis allows me to examine my own use of concept metaphors and illuminate personal
assumptions and beliefs that I express in the interviews that can color the conversation. Similar
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to the concept of space described above, language is a tool that is already part of structures of
power and hierarchy. Unraveling how this tool is being used in a discourse of ethnic identity and
gender can give great insight into these structures as experienced by the participants as well as
myself.
Saudi International Students
Despite the growing interest and increase of studies focusing on international students’
experiences before, during, and after their study abroad, there is a paucity of research specifically
concerned with Saudi women international students and Saudi international students’ ethnic
identity. Most studies that focus on international students within the field of psychology are
concentrated on acculturative and academic stress (Poyrazli, 2015; Yakunina et al., 2013),
culture shock (Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004; Lombard, 2014), self-efficacy (Razek & Coyner,
2014; Yusoff, 2012), perceived discrimination (Duru & Poyrazli, 2011; Jung, Hecht, &
Wadsworth, 2007), psychological and sociocultural adjustment (Hirai, Frazier, & Syed, 2015;
Kusek, 2015; Wang, Wei, & Chen, 2015), and cross-cultural socialization (Glass & Westmont,
2014; Williams & Johnson, 2011). There are four qualitative studies that specifically investigate
Saudi international student's experiences of studying in the United States, and in the first two
cases in Australia, which I will discuss here. None of the studies explicitly differentiate between
male and female students, though. Since no known studies investigate Saudi international
students’ ethnic identity, the following studies are conducted with Saudi international student
participants but focus on the broader themes of academic experience and social adjustment.
Alhazmi and Nyland (2013) explored the transition of Saudi students from studying in
Saudi Arabia to studying at a university in Australia while focusing on cultural identity and
acculturation experiences. Specifically, they examined the changes from a gender-segregated
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culture to a mixed-gender environment and the impact this change had on the Saudi students’
cultural identity. The researchers utilized a phenomenological approach with five participants,
two female and three male, and used in-depth interviews as their method. Thematic analysis was
conducted through which six themes emerged, cultural identity being the one discussed in this
paper. From the data, Alhazmi and Nyland (2013) found that, for example, one participant
experienced his sense of self as a representative for the Saudi culture while he was
simultaneously trying to get integrated with Australian culture. Several students reflected on
their Saudi culture and found that their experiences of studying in a gender-mixed culture
influenced the way they viewed citizenship, parenting of girls, and women’s rights to autonomy.
In their discussion, the authors explained that cultural identity should be perceived within a
social context and that it can change as it progresses. Lastly, they noted that the Saudi students
recognized cultural peculiarities and differences and began to reflect on their own cultural
perspectives when they were engaged with Australian society.
A second study that investigated Saudi international students studying in Australia was
conducted by Clerehan et al. (2011) on the learning experiences of nursing students in a Master’s
degree program. More specifically, the researchers explored how their participants became
learners, navigated positive and negative learning experiences, and which strategies could
improve the students’ experiences. Four female and 6 male Saudi students participated in semistructured interviews and the findings were comprised of three domains: perceived challenges,
strategies for coping, and back to the future (clinical or academic). The participants noted some
stress when they initially entered the program due to differing previous academic experiences
such as the role of faculty, using email correspondence to communicate with instructors, new
study processes and skills, and balancing family and studies. Furthermore, students had to get
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accustomed to the Australian environment off campus for which they did not have much time,
since they spent most of their waking hours at the university and studying at night when their
families were asleep. Last, the researchers found that the participants wanted to take their new
experiences, perceptions on nursing, and academic skills to Saudi Arabia to help push the field
forward. Based on these findings, Clerehan and colleagues (2011) recommend faculty help Saudi
students transition into the program, particularly during the initial adjustment period, and
accommodate interaction with Australian students.
Maddox (2014) also conducted a study with Saudi international students, specifically
focusing on 3 undergraduate students, 1 female and 2 male, and their perceptions of the oral
academic discourse at a United States university. The researcher analyzed the interview data
through the theory of Second Language Acquisition as the students were attending summer
classes to improve their language and communication skills. Maddox (2014) used semistructured interviews to elicit verbal speech from the participants and observed participants
during classes. The researcher found that while the participants had limited opportunity to
engage in conversations during classes due to the course design, they watched TV shows and
movies of a broad range to improve their listening skills. The students also highlighted that clear
instructions and purpose helped them understand and complete assignments and keep them
engaged in their learning. One participant also pointed out that poor results on a test could derive
from language difficulties rather than lack of knowledge, and that students would appreciate if
the university could accommodate them in this respect. Maddox (2014) concluded that
participants were better able to socialize and enhance their verbal and academic skills in the
skills-focused language courses they visited during the summer than the content classes in their
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majors that followed. These findings posed the author to recommend Saudi students first take an
intensive language course before entering a degree program.
A last example of research investigating the experiences of Saudi international students
studying at a U.S. institution comes from the research of Razek and Coyner (2013, 2014) at a
midwestern research university who published two separate studies from their research. In their
first paper, Razek and Coyner (2013) explore the academic and social performance of the
participants as they are informed by the students’ cultural beliefs. In their second paper, the
authors (2014) use Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy to investigate the students’ academic
achievement and make recommendations on how to increase their level of self-efficacy and,
thereby, their achievement. Interestingly, and in contrast to the previously examined literature,
the researchers did not only include students as their participants (3 female and 5 male Saudi
students), but also two professors and two administrators. In both studies, the researchers used
open-ended interviews with specific focus on social and academic experiences, site observations,
and document analysis.
The findings in the study on cultural beliefs and academic and social performance
indicate that some students feel responsible for representing their country and helping other
Saudi students who join the university by creating a strong support system. The researchers
interpreted these efforts as pertaining to the Saudi students’ collectivist thinking based on their
cultural experiences. While the participants experienced both positive and negative cultural
transition moments, in this study, just as in the previous example, students’ performance
appeared to be dependent on their English communicative and linguistic skills. Some professors
underestimated the students’ abilities and knowledge, and sometimes the students themselves
argued that they felt ill-prepared but their language skills could be improved with an extension of
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their English language training. The authors recommended that the university should provide
“[m]ore realistic orientation programs and information sessions” (p. 114) to accommodate the
students’ transition from the Saudi to the U.S. educational system and that faculty acknowledge a
difference in cultural beliefs between their students. Specifically, they recommend that
collaborative learning, critical thinking, and interactive learning sessions can be utilized to
further increase Saudi students’ learning experience.
In their second paper, in which Razek and Coyner (2014) use self-efficacy, they
described that Saudi students travel to the U.S. with “their predetermined conception of ability
promoted by a very centralized educational system” (p. 90), meaning that they have very clear
expectations of their occupational or social role upon return to Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, they
found that the participants compared their performance to their U.S. peers, which can lead to
disappointment due to their limited English language skills. Increasing self-efficacy can be done
through constructive feedback by faculty that can help students improve their work. Razek and
Coyner also asserted that providing the Saudi students with available resources could give them a
sense of being able to influence their environment. This is particularly important, since the
authors argued that Saudi students prefer holding on to rigid societal norms and roles. This
increase in self-efficacy, argued Razek and Coyner, could lead to the Saudi students changing
their belief about their abilities that was previously unexplored. The authors recommend that
faculty should take into account Saudi students’ self-efficacy beliefs and their expectations of
their study program. While these expectations and goals may be unrealistic, Razek and Coyner
asserted that the university should provide study guidelines and requirements, and that faculty
should facilitate critical thinking assignments and provide progressive feedback that may
increase the students’ self-efficacy.
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To sum up, these four studies examined the experiences of Saudi students studying in
Australia and the United States and have provided different informative findings. Alhazmi and
Nyland (2013) asserted that the Saudi students’ cultural identity was malleable, situated in social
contexts, and elicited reflection on cultural perspectives in exchange with Australian society.
Clerehan and colleagues (2011) suggested that faculty support of Saudi students could help them
transition more smoothly into the study program and encourage interactions with their Australian
peers. Maddox (2014) concluded from the findings that Saudi students had greater difficulty with
content-based classes if they had not previously visited a language-focused summer course and
advised language proficiency classes before entering a degree program. Lastly, in their two
studies, Razek and Coyner (2014) found that transition between educational systems would be
greatly accommodated if faculty in the U.S. pay attention to cultural differences and use didactic
methods that would stimulate collaborative, interactive, and critical learning. In the second study,
the authors asserted that university study guidelines as well as critical thinking assignments and
progressive feedback would increase student self-efficacy.
These findings are helpful when setting up curricula that acknowledge cultural
differences and the need for cultural adjustment of the Saudi international students to their
environment. The studies also clearly attempt to provide suggestions for a successful integration
of the Saudi students into the university, program, and local culture. While useful as a small
compendium of Saudi students’ difficulties and struggles and possible reliefs as well as faculty
and universities’ involvement in a supportive environment, there are also several noteworthy
points of critique.
One issue, directly leaning on the authors’ efforts of accumulating advice on universities’
integrative efforts, is the fact that acknowledgement and cognizance of cultural differences as

62

described does not aid an actual intercultural exchange. None of the studies mentioned the
involvement of majority culture students and their opportunities in shaping the cultural context
of the university and the classroom. Rather, Western culture is understood as a given or fixed
entity into which the students were to be integrated. A cultural exchange among peers, as
Rundstrom Williams (2005) saw necessary and beneficial for majority and minority culture
students, is not addressed and reminiscent of one-sided acculturative practices as described
earlier by Weinreich (2009). The studies appear to circulate around a successful integration, or,
using Weinreich’s critique, acculturation of the Saudi students to the U.S./Australian majority
culture. They do not, however, mention the use of Saudi-specific skills, routines, or
understandings that could be used to enrich the classroom with other students.
Furthermore, in every one of the four studies, men participants outnumbered women
participants. One may argue that these numbers may be reflected of the actual number of female
and male Saudi international students, which see more male than female students studying
abroad. However, since these studies are qualitative in nature that do not require “weighing” of
participant numbers, it is questionable why 1) fewer women participants were used, and 2) why
all authors decided to present the experiences of the participants collectively despite clear
gendered differences observed or expressed by the students. For example, while Razek and
Coyner (2013) noted that one of the woman students was “unscarfed”, they did go into further
detail on this observation although they recognized it as gendered attire and supposedly as
influential for the woman’s experiences.
Another example in which an unpacking of the women’s gendered experiences would
have been beneficial is Alhazmi and Nyland’s (2013) findings on societal rights. The authors did
not further discuss that it was the two women who made the statements on women’s juridical
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limitations. The male participants spoke of gender segregation in an experiential and selfreflective way and how it benefitted them personally, not, however, in the abstract manner in
which the two female participants reflected on the repercussions of gender-segregated practices.
Since all scholars decided to investigate or address aspects of Saudi societal norms and
cultural habits, gender roles and segregation, social justice, and attire, they should have taken the
opportunity to address differing gendered experiences in more depth in an effort to prevent the
women’s stories from being homogenized and “being disappeared” within the majority male
students’ answers.
Saudi Women International Graduate Students
After reviewing existent literature, only two studies could be found that investigated
Saudi women international students studying in the U.S. Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern’s
(2015) grounded theory study explored Saudi women international students studying at various
universities in the United States and their cultural adjustment experiences. The study was
conducted in two phases. First, interviews with five Saudi women international students from a
Midwestern university were held, and then surveys with 14 open-ended questions were filled out
by 20 Saudi women international students. In their analysis, the researchers found seven
recurring themes: (1) expectations vs. reality about the U.S.; (2) acculturative stress; (3) cultural
differences between Saudi Arabia and the U.S., (4) experiences of discrimination and/or
curiosity; (5) English language issues; (6) relationships and help-seeking behavior; and (7) the
experience of being a Saudi woman in the U.S. More specifically, the authors found that their
participants had certain expectations of the U.S. based on its portrayal in movies, TV shows, and
social media, and that, due to their international traveling and media exposure, they did not
experience significant acculturative stress upon their move. The social support participants
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received from family members who had traveled abroad with them also helped the women adjust
to U.S. life. When interacting with U.S. Americans, the participants said they had noticed
cultural differences and some reported experiencing discrimination, usually related to their
wearing of a hijab or their perceived religion. Most exchanges were friendly and positive,
though, but friendships seemed to remain superficial. Lastly, the authors reported that
participants felt more independent, open to other cultures, and confident as many were living on
their own for the first time, and felt as ambassadors for their country, culture, and religion that
often seemed misunderstood by U.S. American peers and faculty. More specifically, LefdahlDavis and Perrone-McGovern (2015) noted that participants sought to “dispel the myths that
they were oppressed, forced to cover themselves, and unequal to men” (p. 422) as well as the
common perception that Islam is synonymous with “extremist views and terrorist acts” (p. 422).
Another research study that focused particularly on Saudi women international students’
academic experiences in a doctoral program is Sandekian et al.’s (2015) constructivist research
study. The authors explained they became interested in this topic after noticing a steady increase
of Saudi women at their campus. Their investigation, which was conducted using semi-structured
interviews, focused on four Saudi graduate students’ daily academic and private life in the U.S.
in general and how their experiences differed from their gender-segregated educational
environment in Saudi Arabia in particular. With special regard for gendered and academic
experiences in their participants, the researchers found four recurring themes: (1) language
challenges; (2) interactions with men; (3) interactions with faculty; and (4) academic and lived
experiences. Counter to their expectations, Sandekian et al. (2015) found that their participants
were not preoccupied with interactions with their male classmates or professors, even as they had
“opportunities to expand their culturally imposed boundaries” (p. 369). They did note, though,
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that two participants experienced situations in which their male Saudi peers were interrupting the
women while they were speaking in class or in which a male Saudi student refused to work
collaboratively with one of the women during class. Another finding was that the four
participants had struggled, at some point, with their proficiency in English, the ability to express
themselves, and the resulting pressure of completing course assignments.
In their conclusion, the authors gave recommendations to faculty on how to interact with
Saudi students, such as to be cognizant of male Saudi students “strong patriarchal attitudes” and
consider separating male and female Saudi students in classwork. Also, the authors suggested
placing Saudi students in smaller groups so the women can adjust their pace and experience a
positive work environment. The last two recommendations were to be mindful of language
difficulties and assessment methods, and to provide the students with various aids upon their
arrival, such as supplementary material in various languages, introduction to academically senior
Saudi students, and a chance to express their needs.
Both Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern’s (2015) as well as Sandekian et al.’s (2015)
studies are useful in thinking about designing and conducting research and discussing the
findings of the studies that gave a glimpse into the lived experiences of Saudi women living and
studying in the U.S. The focus of both studies on a particular gender from a particular culture
allowed the authors to address a wide range of experiences by a somewhat homogenous group of
participants and highlight the women’s individual stories by using a qualitative interview
method. As Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern (2015) pointed out, and what struck me in my
own search for literature on Saudi women international students, there is a paucity of studies
examining these students’ experiences. Most literature focuses either on international students in
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general or largely on Asian international students, and very few go as far as to address women’s
experiences in particular.
Concerning research results, there is one particular finding that stood out, which I
considered in my own study. Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern (2015) mentioned the
participants’ expectations of their upcoming academic and social life in the United States as they
shaped the women’s initial perceptions. This consideration precedes the physical arrival and
relocation of the Saudi students in the U.S. and yet is an important part of the students’ reflexive
recount of their thoughts, feelings, and preparations. We do not live in an isolated world but
rather continuously receive information through social media, television and newspapers, school
learning, national and international travel, and other means. From a postcolonial standpoint,
however, it is important to recognize that all forms of media are informed by sociopolitical and
cultural relations on a communal, national, and global level (Fernández, 1999; Graham-Brown,
1988/2003; Rao & Wasserman, 2007; Shohat & Stam, 1994). While it is unsurprising that
international students’ perceptions of their host countries are shaped in particular ways before
students embark on their sojourn, it is of great importance that these expectations and their
sociocultural and political implications are taken into account when discussing ethnic identity
development, as was done in this study. For example, Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern
(2015) found that some participants had expected the U.S. to be dangerous and unsafe, and to
encounter discrimination and intolerance based on what they had learned in movies and other
media. Expecting or experiencing one’s religious customs, citizenship, outward appearance, and
cultural expressions to be questioned or attacked can influence how a person makes sense of her
ethnic identities (Mossakowski, 2003; Schwartz, 2014).
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Methodologically speaking, there are other helpful considerations that these two research
projects point to. The relatively small number of participants in both studies allows for an
individual exploration of the women’s impressions of studying abroad and their experiential
knowledge. For example, Sandekian et al.’s (2015) research can inform projects that utilize a
small number of participants with a semi-structured interview method for their collection of
stories and experiences. The use of a narrative inquiry methodology with their interview method
gave the participants an opportunity to add topics and individual experiences the researchers had
not anticipated in the preparation of their interview guide. Their work also gave a glimpse into
the opportunities and difficulties of members of an outsider group (none of the researchers
identify as Arab woman international students) conducting a study with an ethnically and
gender-specific group of students. These points informed my own researcher as I, too, utilized a
narrative inquiry methodology to explore the individual and unique stories of my participants,
and speak from the positionality of a researcher who is a non-Saudi woman. Trust-worthiness, as
the authors posed, is an important part of sharing the women’s stories.
On the other hand, there are also several points that should be addressed
methodologically and regarding language use in the articles that I need to be cognizant in my
own work. In Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern’s (2015) work, it is important to discuss the
authors’ use of a grounded-theory approach and a structured interview guide with its questions
based on the literature of international student adjustment and acculturative stress. Due to the
authors’ research design, the findings mirror the categories found in previous studies, for
example differences in culture, social support and relationships with U.S. Americans,
experiences of discrimination and stereotyping, etc. This approach can be helpful when
collecting participants’ experiences, comparing them to students of other countries or gender, or
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adding to existing findings in acculturation and cultural adjustment literature. It also helps
illuminate the urgent call for more ethnic and cultural diversity and gender-specific research
within this field and draws attention to “overlooked” and underrepresented student groups within
the established body of literature. However, using structured interviews can also leave areas of
lived experiences and stories unexplored, particularly since there are no comparable studies with
Saudi women international students from which the authors can draw. Utilizing this particular
method and a grounded-theory methodological approach without further interrogating their
epistemological underpinnings can limit the complexity of the findings and the researchers’
reflexive work. If the point of departure in the interview is grounded in Western tradition (Venn,
1998) with a non-Western participant, it is imaginable that participants comply with the
questions but may have given richer, uncircumscribed responses, had the interview allowed them
to tell their stories their own way.
With regard to language use, while Sandekian et al. (2015) do not directly refer to the
importance of language and the implications particular words and phrasings carry, it becomes
apparent from their own use of descriptive language. For example, making repeated and
undifferentiated references to the strict nature of gender-segregation in the Saudi culture and the
liberty of cultural gender co-habitation in the U.S. may further shift the power balance toward
the researchers and away from the participants. The rigid focus on gender segregation and
perceived polarization of cultural experiences seems to encourage an ethnicization of the
participants. For example, Sandekian et al. (2015) stated, “Female Saudi graduate students are of
particular interest to us because of the stark contrasts between their restrictive lives at home and
their freedoms while in the United States” (p. 364). This statement is both telling of the authors’
rationale of Saudi and American cultural differences, and also troubling as a point of departure in
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the research study. To conceptualize “the Saudi culture” as restricted and “the U.S. culture” as
free is essentializing and potentially casting judgment on the participants’ cultural experiences
and knowledge.
It is also noteworthy that the authors described the participants as “contradict[ing] each
other, and sometimes themselves” (p. 367) without an in-depth analysis of how participants’
language difficulties might be a factor in this observation or how unexamined researcher
assumptions might color the authors’ own language. The wording of “contradiction” with its
negative connotation of inconsistency and seeming generalization among all participants are
particularly problematic when considering the researchers’ cultural outsider position with their
participants and a traditional portrayal of Western educational superiority (Naidoo, 2011;
Phillipson, 2014). Two of the participants had lived and completed all of their educational
studies in Saudi Arabia, one woman had lived and studied in Saudi Arabia and the U.S., while
information on the fourth woman did not show her educational background but referenced only
her relations with male students and professors – an explication that seems misplaced in the
introductory description of the participants. These phrasings served as a reminder of my
complicity and dominant position in constituting my research participants through my language
use. Thinking with my postcolonial feminists and their critique of polarizing, essentializing, and
othering language should guide my work throughout the entirety of the research process and
keep me critical and reflective in my thinking and writing.
Other Ways of Thinking Ethnic Identity – A Pilot Study
Apart from the aforementioned research areas that pertain to international student
experiences and their sense of identity, there are other, yet unmentioned and unexplored, aspects
of ethnicity in the existent literature that need to be considered. For example, in an unstructured
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life story interview in a pilot study I conduct with a Turkish woman international student on her
conceptualization of ethnic identity, some of the woman’s experiences were shaped by her
admiration for historical women figures in Turkey. Especially the notable Latife Uşşaki, the first
First Lady of Turkey whose husband Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was the first president of Turkey
between 1923 and 1938, became a focal point in the woman’s narrative. Latife’s frequent travels
abroad, her law studies in London and Paris, and her heavy contributions in the emancipation
movement of women, were important topics the participant continuously related to in her life
story. She drew frequently from this historic figure, related her to socio- and geopolitical changes
in cultural perceptions, and used her to draw parallels between her own desires, thoughts, and
accomplishments as a Turkish woman studying in the U.S. For my participant, historical figures
from her home country provided her with an opportunity to express her locality within the larger
Turkish society, explain her cultural history of which she is a part, and make herself and her
academic aspirations better understood.
Another topic that repeatedly came up during my interview in this pilot study was the
participant’s reference to family members, friends in Turkey, and international classmates in the
U.S. to illustrate contrasting and similar experiences between them and her understanding of
ethnicity. Particularly interesting was her exploration of non-American non-Turkish international
woman students she worked with at her laboratory in the U.S. and how she related her
experiences as an international student to her observations of their navigating university and U.S.
culture. To sum up, I noted several aspects informing my participant’s concept of ethnic identity
that I had not previously considered, such as ancestral and intergenerational relationality, female
historic figures that shape the sense of ethnic identity, and cross-cultural explorations of sense of
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ethnicity that are neither the host country’s nor the student’s ethnicity but that resulted from
interactions with other international students in similar sojourning situations.
I acknowledge that this woman was from Turkey and not from Saudi Arabia like the
participants in this proposed study and the presented literature. Nevertheless, the woman’s
thoughts on her own concept of ethnicity gave me insight into other ways of understanding this
concept and can help inform possible probes during the interviews of the present study. Also,
giving room for these explorations is absolutely necessary, and so is the opportunity to let the
participant insert herself into the conversation in the ways in which she feels comfortable.
Conclusion
In conclusion, when researching conceptions of ethnic identity of Saudi women
international students in the U.S., existing models of ethnic identity, enculturation, and their
critique can be useful and expansive tools informing my choice of methodology, method, and
questions in my interview guide. In order to add a framework that addresses neo-imperialist and
sociopolitical spaces in my participants’ and my own everyday life, that may influence how we
understand and shape our identities, I added the concepts of multidimensionality and catachresis
from postcolonial feminist critique. Not only does this framework inform every step in the
research process, but it reframes and expands the concepts proposed by my ethnic identity and
enculturation theorists to better suit my work with the Saudi women students. The framework of
postcolonial theory, and specifically postcolonial feminist critique, is useful as it addresses
historical and contemporary forms of colonization that are often interwoven and relevant to
ethnicity, for example intellectual and academic (Nasser & Abouchedid, 2007; Ward, 2011),
linguistic (Lin & Luke, 2006), religious (Radford Ruether, 2001), economic (Adam, 2002;
Wright, 2007), environmental (Figueroa, 2011; Nelson, 2003), medical (Bhat, 2008; Holt &
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Adams, 1987), etc. Furthermore, as I argued in my overview of existent literature on Saudi
international (women) students and through my pilot study with a Turkish international student,
there is a need to address gendered experiences of women participants without homogenizing
their stories and to try to decolonize the research work with non-Western participants in Western
academia. In the following chapters, I will explain how I translated these theoretical concepts
and the advice and critique taken from the existing studies into my research practice.
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Chapter 3
Methodology and Methods
The previous chapter explored the theoretical underpinnings of ethnic identity
development and acculturation, on the one hand, and postcolonial feminism and Third World
feminist theory, on the other. In this chapter, these concepts are tied together into the research
design and implementation of this study. Here, I attend to the methodological discipline of
narrative inquiry and the methods of in-depth unstructured life-story interviews, which I choose
to employ in this study. Furthermore, I discuss issues of trustworthiness and ethics, provide a
subjectivity statement, describe the site selection and participants, and give an outlook into the
attempted method of analysis, interpretation, and representation.
Methodology
In this section, I will elaborate on how postcolonial feminist theory described in the
previous chapter will inform my chosen methodology, namely narrative inquiry. I will provide
points of connection between the postcolonial theorists’ concepts and the narrative techniques as
they are used within the literature. Within these descriptions, I will simultaneously refer back to
my own research process and my methodological utilization of narrative inquiry with my
research participants. Lastly, I will describe one example of a narrative that breaks the traditional
linear forms of analytic storytelling. I will argue, on one hand, how this departure is very useful
within postcolonial work, and, on the other hand, that this deviation does not necessitate
abandoning narrative inquiry as a methodology but instead shifts it into postcolonial spaces.
What is methodology? As the rationale for the method and directly informed by the
epistemological stance and the theoretical framework, the methodology is an integral part of the
research process. Crotty (1998) described this part of the research as “the strategy, plan or action,
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process or design lying behind the choice and use of particular methods” (p. 3), which weaves
through the research work like a connecting thread. What appears to be central in this definition
is the regulation of the various steps in the research process, such as the chosen theory, method,
and participants. The researcher, while implied, though, is noticeably absent. In Denzin and
Lincoln’s (2005) description, methodology “comprises a bundle of skills, assumptions, and
practices that the researcher employs as he or she moves from paradigm to the empirical world”
(p. 25). Here, the researcher and her vantage points make an appearance as active parts of the
process. While Crotty’s description reads as somewhat sterile and passive, Denzin and Lincoln’s
approach allows for the researcher to shift, bend, and tweak the utilized theory to serve her
investigatory needs.
Narrative inquiry. Stories and the storying of one’s life have become prominent
methodological tools in psychology research. Goodley (2011) explained that the global
connectedness of people through self-representative social media such as Facebook and blogs
has contributed to narrative as expressions of self. He noted,
Rather than viewing accounts as ways of describing the self, narratives mould a sense of
self. And behind any story is a place and time: a spatial and temporal background that
shapes the ways in which a self is made and a story is told. Narrative inquiry not only
provides access to psychological and cultural lives but also gives the words for these
psychologies and cultures to be lived. (p. 129)
In this research, I chose a narrative inquiry approach as my methodology. Chase (2005) defined
narrative inquiry as “an amalgam of interdisciplinary analytic lenses, diverse disciplinary
approaches, and both traditional and innovative methods” (p. 651). Narrative inquiry “highlights
the uniqueness of each human action and event” (Chase, 2005, p. 657) instead of comparing
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experiences and subsuming commonalities. It also captures the variability, flexibility,
situatedness, interaction, and context of the stories that are told (Chase, 2005; Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2007). According to Chase’s (2005) explication, “‘giving voice’ to
marginalized people and ‘naming silenced lives’ have been primary goals of narrative research”
(p. 668). She further noted that narrative inquiry and storytelling offer a methodology in which
the focus lies on the speakers’ experiences, beliefs, thoughts, opinions, and events as well as
their emotions and interpretations without having their experiential knowledge disregarded as
invalid or unrepresentative. Particularly, accusations of invalidity and untrustworthiness have
regularly occurred in narrations of “Others” since they often do not match representations of the
West (Graham-Brown, 1988/2003; Loomba, 2005). In the specific case of Saudi Arabian
women, a large part of the oral tradition of storytelling has been neglected outside the culture
since it had not been recorded in writing (Al-Mana, 2008), therefore rendering many women’s
voices absent. Thus, while Goodley highlights the presence of storying one’s life through online
exchanges, these media can be married with the longstanding century-old traditions of oral and
colloquial narratives on the Arabian Peninsula, making narrative inquiry a particularly useful
methodology.
Chase (2005) listed different forms of writing within narrative practice, for example life
history (extensive autobiographical narrative), oral history (a person’s meaning-making of an
historical event), life story (one person’s personal narrative of events, occurrences, or topic),
testimonio (a political description of oppression and resistance), and performance narrative (a
narrative that is transformed into a piece of oral or written art). The focus in all these forms is on
contextually thick descriptions of experiences, thoughts, events, beliefs, etc.
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De Medeiros (2014) described how research participants are able to frame the “self”
through their stories using narrative inquiry techniques. In reference to previous concepts of
narrative by Labov, Elliott, Garro and others, de Medeiros explained that stories allow
participants to express their “experiences, thoughts, opinions” and can simultaneously give a
glimpse into the “cultural expectations and rules” (p. 8) by which they are shaped. In her work,
de Medeiros differentiated between three types of narrative:
(1) disembodied narratives, in which the written, transcribed, or recorded story of the
teller is separate from the listener (e.g., in letters or television shows);
(2) stories of the moment, that are neither recorded nor written down and exist purely in
the moment they occur without the opportunity to fully recollect or recreate them
(e.g., in research interviews);
(3) stories of omission, which are stories that are either omitted from writing or speech,
or those which are never actually told or are communicated in alternative ways.
Particularly the third form is intriguing to me within colonial and postcolonial studies, since
stories of Others – depending on location and history – have often been omitted, forged,
misrepresented, misappropriated, or rewritten entirely by Western scribes, as Smith (2006)
asserted in her three interconnected pillars of White supremacy.1 This argument ties into
Bhabha’s (1990/2004) introductory sentences in his collection of essays Nation and narration:
“Nations, like narratives, lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their

1

The three pillars are: 1) Blackness equating slaveability creates a racial hierarchy in capitalism, in which
a person is forced to sell themselves into the labor market with someone else garnering the profits of their
work; 2) Indigenous people need to disappear in order for non-indigenous people to conquer the physical
land and justify it by the “present absence” and “natural” disappearance of indigenous people; and 3) the
inferiority or threat to the empire is inherent in “oriental civilizations,” which justifies the profiling of
Arabs and invasions of and wars with “Oriental nations” in the Middle East and Asia to protect the wellbeing of the U.S. nation.
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horizons in the mind’s eye” (p. 1). The mind’s eye may hold the omitted stories that are waiting
to be recounted in their full right and potency if the research participant chooses to share them.
By way of critiquing the assumption that any kind of storytelling represents narrative
inquiry, Riessman and Speedy (2007), instead, pose questions which inform the analytic process
of how narrations are assembled:
For whom was this story constructed, how was it made, and for what purpose? What
cultural discourses does it draw on – take for granted? What does it accomplish? Are
there gaps and inconsistencies that might suggest alternative or preferred narratives? (p.
429)
They further explained that the type of specific question and thematic approach varies greatly
between disciplines. A common practice across all fields, however, is that narrative inquiry
encompasses long and complex accounts of the speaker’s perspective. Some speakers who do not
use linearity in their general storytelling would temporarily rearrange the plot to serve what
Riessman and Speedy (2007) refer to as “a Western listener’s preoccupation with forward
marching time” (p. 430). Within my own research, I had to critically reflect on my way of
listening to the interviews, analyzing, making sense of the data without imposing a beginning,
middle, and end within the speaker’s story. An example of it was letting the participant choose
the entry point of her narrative by asking her to tell me her life story. I also ensured that I did not
push the interviewees to give me chronological accounts of events or a timeline.
Also, according to Riessman (2007), “stories can mobilize others into action for
progressive social change” (p. 7). However, I believe caution and political finesse would be
extremely valuable tactics used by the speaker to avoid retaliation or misappropriation by a
listener or subsequent reader. For this reason I would not push the research participant to disclose
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more detail, political opinions, or other thoughts that could jeopardize the trust I am given as a
researcher.
When discussing the purpose of narratives and their use, Riessman (2007) differentiated
between individual speakers and groups:
Individuals use the narrative form to remember, argue, justify, persuade, engage,
entertain, and even mislead an audience. Groups use stories to mobilize others, and to
foster a sense of belonging. Narratives do political work. The social role of stories – how
they are connected to the flow of power in the wider world – is an important facet of
narrative theory. (p. 8)
Within a postcolonial theoretical lens, however, I would argue that the distinction between
individual and group narratives is difficult to untangle, and not necessarily warranted. While
Riessman (2007) argued from a standpoint in which the individual person is aware, obliged, and
responsible for their own narrative, this notion could be complicated by Spivak’s subaltern
(1988) or Smith’s (2006) indigenous who are being “naturally disappeared.” Nonetheless, I agree
with and would give particular consideration to the fact that the self-storying of larger groups,
communities, organizations, and governmental institutions is inevitable and required due to their
entanglement in the political and global creation of the “Other.”
In this study, I use narrative inquiry as a methodological tool to inform my chosen
method of life story interviewing. Life story narratives in particular are helpful to examine the
specific event of the women studying as graduate students in the U.S., because they allow this
event to be regarded in the larger context of the women’s lives. This means that other aspects and
situations in the women’s lives that possibly inform how they shape the women’s understanding
of their ethnic identity at this moment are taken into consideration. I want to depart from the use
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of structured interview guides and pre-modeled surveys that interrogate and identify my research
participants according to their perceived ethnic identity status. Instead, through storying their
experiences, beliefs, dreams, expectations, and other facets of thought and feeling, the life story
interview can open alternative perspectives on how these women construct and perceive their
ethnic and their “ethnicized” identities. Loomba (2005), for example, explained that colonial
discourses within narrations of postcoloniality “[indicate] a new way of conceptualising the
interaction of cultural, intellectual, economic or political processes in the formation, perpetuation
and dismantling of colonialism” (p. 51). Words are therefore always political and pertain to
power, knowledge, resistance (Loomba, 2005), opportunities, and their interrelationality. In this
work it is an opportunity for me to interrogate how participants express their stories, which ones
they privilege over others, and which words they choose to describe themselves and others
(Middle Eastern, Saudi, clinician, graduate student, daughter, wife, etc.). These particularities are
importance because “it allows for a vocabulary of cultural migrancy” (Suleri, 1992, p. 759) and,
potentially, a shift in the conceptualization of ethnic identity theory and value-coded descriptive
words.
Grand narrative and multidimensionality. The individual “counterstories” (if intended
to counter the master narrative) of research participants can challenge the social stigmas of the
monolithic, oppressed, silenced woman outlined earlier by Mohanty (2003) and Bulbeck (1997)
and help shift the research approach of personal experiences from the periphery to the center.
Part of the analytic process of narrative inquiry is to explore the participants’ experiential
knowledge within and against the master narrative(s). Leaning on Lyotard’s (1984/1979)
concept, Fraser and Nicholson (1999) defined such dominant discourse as master, grand, or
dominant narrative, which “purports to be a privileged discourse capable of situating,
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characterizing, and evaluating all other discourses, but not itself infected by the historicity and
contingency that render first-order discourses potentially distorted and in need of legitimation”
(p. 102). Grand narratives are the normative lenses for social and cultural analysis, whereas
counterstories or counter-narratives are understood to be coming from the periphery, a space
Spivak (1993/2009) conceptualized as the margin of the center or the margin of the margin.
Despite their location – or because of it – counter-narratives are subjected to continuous
assessment of legitimacy. Because of their deviation from the norm and their challenged of and
resistance to the grand narrative, though, their existence is often undermined, silenced, or
rendered irrelevant (see, for example, Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) illustrated their own experiences with, what they referred
to as, tensions between their personal accounts and the grand narrative that was being employed
by their fellow researchers in their work on teachers’ personal practical knowledge. Based on
these disturbing encounters, they outlined inquiry as a four-directional model comprising the
perspectives of inward, outward, backward and forward:
By inward, we mean toward the internal conditions, such as feelings, hopes, aesthetic
reactions, and more dispositions. By outward, we mean toward the existential conditions,
that is, the environment. By backward and forward, we refer to temporality – past,
present, and future. (p. 50)
Furthermore, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) listed five tensions they experienced as
clashes between their narrative and the grand narrative in which events and people are being
“taken for granted” and not further investigated within multiple directions: temporality, people,
action, certainty, and context. I will both summarize Clandinin and Connelly’s tensions and
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individually address how postcolonial critique follows a similar line of thought that I draw
attention to in my research.
First, grand narrative presupposes that objects, people, and events can be located within a
particular and fixed point in time. Clandinin and Connelly’s counter-narrative troubles this
perspective of determined temporality by acknowledging that “any event, or thing, has a past, a
present, as it appears to us, and an implied future” (p. 29) and is not present at a specific time
alone. This is particularly troublesome when historical contexts and developments remain
unacknowledged and a thing or event is only positioned in its present time. Neglecting people’s
local and cultural constructs of time, their cultural and historical stories, and Western
colonization’s portrayal as a historically past event (now dubbing it euphemistically as
“globalization”), is thematized by various writers such as Hall (1990), Said (1978/2003), and
Sandoval (2000). Even the conceptualization of time as it is being constructed and understood in
its linearity in Judeo-Christian culture (Janca & Bullen, 2003), does not necessarily portray
understandings in cultures that do not adhere to the division of past, present, and future and its
stringent forward-movement. These delineations of research participants’ stories need to be fully
acknowledged, and can be probed for in the interviews.
Second, grand narrative focuses on responses of participants within research expectations
while personal narrations are viewed as “irrelevant” or “impractical” (p. 30) to the research
results. Personal experiences, however, are expressions of people’s personal processes, and
should neither be taken for granted nor be neglected if one seeks to understand the participants.
Ahmed (2010), for example, explained the political belief that the utilitarian happiness of
migrants to the British Empire would rid the individual foreigner of their discontent and failure
to interact by becoming an English “would-be citizen” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 158). Stories about the
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individual’s needs and struggles would disturb the conversion of a melancholy “Other” to a
tolerated “Other” who upholds the national object of happiness (i.e., citizenship, racial purity,
national tradition, etc.). No stories, however, are irrelevant as they are disclosed by the research
participant, and this assurance needs to be voiced and practiced, e.g. through verbal
encouragement or the transparent sharing of the research process and product with the
participant.
Third, according to Clandinin and Connelly, grand narrative uncritically translates action
into meaning, inferring meaning from a specific performance of the participant to explain
causation. Clandinin and Connelly’s idea of a counter-narrative, though, illustrates that “there is
an interpretive pathway between action and meaning” (p. 31) which ought to be included in the
process if the researcher intends to explore the narrative history of the participant. Spivak (1988)
provides a particularly interesting example of interpretive pathways between action and meaning
with her writing on the practice of sati in some Indian communities, in which the widow
can/must/should take her own life upon her husband’s death. While British colonizers were
repulsed by this tradition, they also interpreted and admired it as a “good wife’s” practice of
complete devotion to her husband. However, there should be no inference of meaning from an
action one does not understand. Within my research process, this means that I cannot make
assumptions about understandings of cultural practices. This includes accepting that no full
understanding of the participants’ stories can ever be claimed. To further decolonize the research
process, this would also imply that no interpretation would be satisfactory or even possible
without superimposing the researcher’s privileged “expert position” onto the participant’s
experiential knowledge.
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Fourth, grand narrative tends to implement causality as a fixed meaning of an event or
person, while Clandinin and Connelly’s narrative thinking treats these accounts as tentative,
asserting that “under the circumstance, knowing all the while that other possibilities, other
interpretations, other ways of explaining things are possible” (p. 31). Wright (2007), for example
explained that the mythical being of the “Third World woman” as it is generally understood in
the Western world serves as a means to teach people about its real-life existence as well as its
characteristics. By defining its boundaries (“this is what a Third World woman looks like and
this is how you recognize her”), women who resist aligning with these characteristics or those
whose behavior deviates from the definition are made detectable. While demographically still
considered Third World woman, their deviating lived stories are silenced since they do not fit the
grand narrative. Within postcolonial writing, however, there can be no fixedness, certainty, or
stability about narrated events, stories, or people because they are not believed to exist in that
rigid state. Doing otherwise within the research process would perpetuate academic privilege,
colonization, and authoritative identitarianism.
Fifth and last, narrative thinking takes the ever-present context with its possibilities and
constraints into consideration. Within grand narrative, the universality of the case at hand is
central and not the individual person’s context. Spivak (1990) termed this master narrative
approach “identitarian collectivism” in which groups of presumably marginalized people are
bulked together for identity and legitimacy reasons. Ien Ang (1995/2003), too, argued against
universality and the fallacy of generalization practices, and wrote that “different groups of
women have different and sometimes conflicting interests, [and] … for many groups of ‘other’
women other interests, other identifications are sometimes more important politically pressing
than, or even incompatible with, those related to their being women” (p. 204). As a researcher I
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will therefore have to be attentive to generalizing word choices (catachrestic metaphors), the
participants’ constructions of intersectionality, and the stories’ contextuality.
These assumptions of narrative thinking in qualitative research outlined by Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) illustrate how grand narrative reinforces its own centrality by silencing research
participants’ meaning-making, lived experiences, beliefs, histories, localities, and positionalities.
Indeed, they show that the accounts of participants’ personal stories, their thoughts, opinions,
and emotions are in fact rendered illegitimate and irrelevant, as they find no place and little
consideration within the grand perspective of validation, causation, and collectiveness. My use of
this methodological tool would therefore be a multiaxial approach as Clandinin and Connelly
(2000) outlined, with special consideration for power systems, individual and collective storying,
historicism, and contextual discourses.
Who speaks, who listens? Said (2002) wrote that “unless the victim is able, in a certain
sense, to carry the discussion into the heart of the person who’s doing the victimizing” (p. 274), a
conflict cannot be resolved. Considering the elaborations on globalization and subordination that
postcolonial theorists are trying to expose and contest, this quote is both encouraging and
problematic. On one hand, it promises that a certain kind of story or telling by the victim can
influence the perpetrator’s oppressive behavior if the victim can tell the “right” kind of story that
will be listened to and understood. On the other hand, as discussed above through Spivak’s
(1988) analogy of the subaltern, the “victim” may not have the tools to convey his or her story
and may often not even share the same language, signs, understandings, meanings, etc.
Furthermore, and more violently, those who are already marginalized would potentially be
forced to reproduce the West’s need for self-representation as margin to be assessed as
identifiable, intelligible, and authentic (Spivak, 1993/2009). How does someone tell his or her
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story if the audience does not listen, understand, or want to understand the speaker’s cultural
concepts, customs, traditions, histories, as for example thematized in Clifford Geertz’s “Notes on
the Balinese cockfight” (1972/2005)? What if the prospective ramifications for telling one’s
story are much worse due to the perpetrators’ condemnation or wrath than the more abstract
oppression one currently experiences, as exemplified in Operation Iraqi Freedom (The White
House, 2003) or Ramsey Orta’s harassment and incarceration after filming Eric Garner’s
choking death (Goodman & González, 2015)? What if it is not in someone’s tradition to tell his
or her story in a linear way from beginning to end, such as shown by Goldsmiths University’s
fractured narratives of postcolonial performance and writing (“Beyond the linear narrative,”
2010)? Or what about an individual story that does not function outside a community’s history,
such as in the multiple literacies in Ulukhaktok (Balanoff et al., 2009)? To further illustrate the
self-conscious undertaking of doing research at the edge of “intelligibility,” it is appropriate to
cite St. Pierre and Pillow’s (2000) questions on research that does not adhere to normative
regulations at length:
Where does research begin and end if one gives up a linear concept of time? Does it
make sense to continue to describe and prescribe a step-by-step, linear research process?
If time shifts in poststructural research, then place and space must shift as well. Where,
when is research? If we resist the impulse to normalize and regulate research (now we
have it right!), will it be acceptable for each researcher to define her own categories, her
own process – to define ‘research’ and ‘science?’ Can research be so situated (hasn’t it
always been?) and, if so, how will we know it’s valid? How will we even know whether
it’s ‘research?’ (p. 10)
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Considering all these troubling and conflicting questions, stories, storying, and narration
could almost appear as an insurmountable methodological endeavor. However, as mentioned
briefly before, let us consider Shohat’s (2002) words when she cautioned that (White feminist)
theory should not be denounced all together, although it has done considerable harm to nonWestern, non-White, non-heterosexual women. Instead, she argued that, first, “theorizing and
theories are not a Western monopoly, a view that would inscribe in reverse a colonialist vision of
the West as theoretical mind and the non-West as unreflecting body” and that, second, “Third
World women and women of color have themselves contributed to theorizing not only by writing
theory per se, but also by their own multiaxis thinking and activism, which has challenged
multiple hegemonic discourses” (p. 71). In my opinion, a similar case can be made for narratives
as methodological tools, which can illustrate non-Western cultures “doing stories” differently,
challenge normalizing conceptualizations of linear narration, and reclaim storytelling as social,
historical, political, and personal practices in non-Western traditions. Instead of abandoning
theories and methodologies that are used in Western academic research, they “[offer] critiques
and methods for examining the functions and effects of any structure or grid of regularity that we
put into place” (St. Pierre & Pillow, 2000, p. 6). I therefore utilized the tools of a narrative
inquiry methodology with these considerations in mind when working through a postcolonial
theoretical framework. Allowing for different stories to be told, as well as for stories to be told
differently, gave me the opportunity to listen to the women’s stories not as a unity. Instead, I
recorded that the women expressed themselves through various forms of narration, e.g. nonlinear, non-geographically bound, in themes, in incidents, in relation to others, comparatively. It
was thereby not only useful to challenge traditional ways of listening to and recording the
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narratives, but also for me to recognize the uniqueness of each narrative form, which the next
section will illustrate with examples from feminist writing.
Non-conformity in postcolonial narrative writing. One text that uses and considerably
stretches the methodological tool of narrative inquiry in a fragmented and somewhat poetic way
by addressing the struggles of a minority identity is Lubna Nazir Chaudhry’s (2000) essay
“Researching ‘My people,’ researching myself: Fragments of a reflexive tale.” In her writing,
Chaudhry provides three autoethnographic fragments of the time period she worked on her
dissertation exploring the experiences of Pakistani Muslim immigrant women in Northern
California. All three parts present different settings and situations in which the author reflects on
the various identities she, as a Pakistani Muslim academic woman, negotiates in daily exchanges
with her surroundings.
Chaudhry injects her autoethnographic fragments with endnote references, in which she
elaborates on the concepts of women writers she utilized or referred to in her text, e.g. Spivak’s
writing on “Third-Worldness,” Lather’s and Trinh’s conceptions of reflexivity, and Skegg’s take
on reciprocity in feminist research. Furthermore, throughout the three parts, Chaudhry troubles
any clear delineation of her identity by illustrating points of tension and resistance to both the
dominant culture in the center and the dominant one in the margin. These cultural contexts
always intersect with her experiences as different ways of being a woman, while she tells her
own and other women’s anecdotes within complex and shifting cultural systems.
At the beginning, Chaudhry points toward the unsuitability of linear narrative when
writing about/in/through non-Western cultures, and then presents her writing in fragments and
anecdotes under the common thread of identity negotiation, female cultural marginality, and
resistance. Certainties she describes in one scenario, she undoes in the next, exemplifying the
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complexity of intersecting gender, culture, and histories. Furthermore, Chaudhry illuminates
clusters within clusters of non-Western culture interwoven with one another and on which
neither definable boundaries nor a claim of completeness can be imposed.
Instead of presenting a form of counter-story or purely political narrative of oppression
and resistance, Chaudhry uses interruptive and culturally transgressive writing techniques in,
what could be termed, a re-storied life story with socio-historio-political implications. It appears
that Chase’s (2005) clear categorization of forms of narrative inquiry may fail here. So, instead
of identifying stories (as so many postcolonial feminist writers have criticized of being
systematically done in Western writing), I attempted to adopt a similar artistic approach that
Chaudhry exhibits, in which she troubles normative, linear, and traceable narratives, and regains
individuality and authorship within the politically laden medium of Western academic text.
Both Anzaldúa’s (1999) poetic explorations of the self in the cultural inbetweenoutsiderness at the Mexican-Texan borderland and Arundhati Roy’s (1997) fictional
achronological novel on Indian history and cultural tensions in a post-Colonial British era are
two more excellent examples of storying individuals’ experiences differently, paying particular
attention to the various power relations and histories which inform and influence individual’s
narratives. So, as some essays begin with epigraphs of significance, I will add my own
postcolonial piece of non-conformity. By closing this section with two quotes, it is my hope that
they may resound this exploration of narratives and narrative inquiry as a methodological tool
within a postcolonial space, and illuminate the accomplishments of feminist postcolonial
storytellers that have risked and contributed so much.

I am participating in the creation of yet another culture, a new story to explain the world and our
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participation in it, a new value system with images and symbols that connect us to each other and
to the planet. Soy un amasamiento. I am an act of kneading, of uniting, and joining that not only
has produced both a creature of darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions
the definitions of light and dark and gives them new meanings.
–Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands: The new mestizo = La frontera, 1999

It is after all so easy to shatter a story. To break a chain of thought. To ruin a fragment of a
dream being carried around carefully like a piece of porcelain. To let it be, to travel with it, as
Velutha did, is much the harder thing to do.
–Arundhati Roy, The god of small things, 1997
Methods
The method within a research project is considered a manner of data collection, which
can take various forms. Research methods could include, for example, the collection of historical
documents or artifacts, participant and non-participant observations, photo-elicited or videoelicited interviews, semi-structured, in-depth, or unstructured interviews. DeMarrais (2004)
composed a list of various forms of interviews that are used depending on the research purpose
and the theoretical underpinnings: “intensive interview, in-depth interview, open-ended
interview, unstructured interview, conversational interview, clinical interview, long interview,
nondirective interview, focused interview, the group depth interview, and focus group
interviews” (p. 53). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) and Janesick (2003) suggest that researchers can
make use of multiple methods to get a more complex, rich, and in-depth understanding. Janesick
called this approach data triangulation, or “the use of a variety of data sources in a study” (p. 67),
with triangulation being a technique that addresses “multiple, refracted realities simultaneously”
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(Denzin & Lincoln, p. 8). What follows are forms of data collection I used in this study.
Interview. I gathered data utilizing in-depth, unstructured life story interviews,
observations from these interviews, and journal and memo entries on my theoretical,
philosophical, and ethical considerations during the research process. Atkinson (1998) explained
that life story interviews, especially in the field of psychology and identity development, are
useful methods to “provide the researcher with a better understanding of how the teller sees himor herself within and in relation to [their selves, others, the mystery of life, and the universe]”
(pp. 10-11). While Atkinson (1998) asserted that life story interviews can elicit our lives
“according to an innate psychological blueprint” (p. 3), I would argue from a postcolonial stance
in a neo-imperialist era that life story interviews with my research participants can deconstruct
these notions of Western magniloquent presumptions of predetermined psychological structures
of ethnic identity. In a life story interview, one option is to not use interview questions that are
pre-determined and fixed but to allow the interviewee to insert herself at points she feels
comfortable disclosing her story. There are no beginnings or endings to a story about life events,
and that should be particularly significant in interviews through a postcolonial lens. Just as
Chaudhry (2000) wrote her stories in achronological fragments, so I kept the interviews as
unstructured as possible to allow my participants to not feel constrained or limited by linearity,
forward-movement, or plot-development. This approach, of course, makes it difficult to
predetermine probes that can be asked during the interview process. However, my
methodological considerations of catachreses and the attention to unpacking abstract words and
concepts (such as “family,” “Saudi,” “home”) helped me probe for culturally situated
understandings that I might otherwise have presumed to have a shared meaning. Therefore, while
the probes were not preselected and determined, some potential points of entry (Deleuze &
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Guattari, 1987) into the interview in the form bullet points were given in the interview guide (see
Appendix A).
This detailed disclosure could lead to what Johnson (2001) cautioned in the use of indepth interviews as very sensitive information, including matters “such as an individual’s self,
lived experience, values and decisions, occupational ideology, cultural knowledge, or
perspective” (p. 104). When I chose unstructured interviews, I knew that my research
participants would be asked about their perceptions of ethnic self and that there was a possibility
they would make statements that could potentially be perceived negatively. For this reason I
made it explicit that they could choose to talk to me off the record, talk without the part being
recorded or admitted into the final write up, or stop the interview. Consequently, there was also
the possibility that interviewees would not want to share certain information with me all together
for various reasons of privacy, perceived cultural difference, my status as a researcher.
As a White woman who lives in a Western country and was raised half of her life in
Western cultural environments, I proceeded as respectfully and non-judgmentally as possible in
order not to recolonize the space that is supposed to be a safe environment for expression. That
also meant respecting the untranslatability of some Arabic terms and Islamic expressions. At the
beginning of the interviews, I explained to the women that I was not a native speaker of English
and may have difficulty expressing myself at times, which some resonated with telling me about
their own language concerns. As both non-native speakers of English – the women as native
Arabic speakers and me as a native German speaker – we found common ground in the English
language while both using common Islamic expressions like “insha’Allah”2 and “elhamdulillah”3
as we do in everyday life, as well as descriptions of words we could not recall in the English
2

Transl.: God willing

3

Transl.: Praise be to God
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language. This “common ground” helped not only build rapport but supported, so I hoped, a
form of intimacy and trust.
Furthermore, in my transcription and the subsequent re-storying of the women’s
narratives, I chose to retain the words and grammar the women and I used during the interview,
and not impose a more “proper” and “cleaned-up” English language on them. In this way, I
attempted to avoid further reinforcement of English as the lingua franca and as a neo-imperialist
marker of the “educated Other” (Phillipson, 1994).
Rubin and Rubin (2012) also cautioned that cross-cultural interviews may put the
participants in such a space that they may choose to “accommodate what they believe are [the
researcher’s] cultural customs” (p. 180). I therefore was prepared to encounter resistance,
silences, or skepticism, as my participants could have perceived me as a cultural outsider.
Dunbar, Rodriguez, and Parker (2002) note that such a reaction is understandable, since “years
of misrepresentation and misinterpretation have legitimated skepticism and distrust” (p. 291)
particularly in historically misrepresented or silenced people. I did not want to appear as yet
another researcher who “probably does not have their interests at heart” (Dunbar et al., 2002, p.
292), so I tried to gain my participants’ respect and trust by self-disclosing my own positionality
and emphasizing my genuine interest in the participants’ lived experiences. I attempted to create
an atmosphere in which “the informant would be kind of a teacher and the interviewer a student,
one interest[ed] in learning the ropes or gaining member knowledge from a veteran informant”
(Johnson, 2002, p. 106). During the interviews, I let participants finish their stories, allow for
silences to give them time to think and respond, and did not push them to disclose points they did
not raise themselves. I also asked if there were topics I had not asked about yet they felt should
be added to their stories. One woman, for example, opted to relate a personal story and expressed
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her hesitation of adding it into the interview, so I ensured her I would not use this part in the
analysis and write up. In addition to the participants disclosing their intimate thoughts, feelings,
and experiences, I shared with them some of my own and gave them the opportunity to ask me
questions about my research and personal life. Some of them inquired about the reasons for my
interest in Saudi women, which I explained to them.
This cognizant and open approach appeared to me the as the most respectful. Participants
thanked me after the interviews for the meeting, and some expressed their gratitude in letting
them share their stories with me. When, as promised, I sent the transcripts to the participants for
member-checking but also as a keepsake to look back at, some of the women replied that they
appreciated my efforts, wished me good luck, and one expressed her enjoyment of reading the
transcript and keeping it as a valuable document.
Aside
Die Ironie, dass die Frauen in meiner Studie und ich uns auf English unterhalten, ist mir
nicht entgangen. Es ist genauso ironisch, dass ich Englisch als Kommunikationsmedium in
meiner Dissertation verwende, ohne von Wörtern in anderen Sprachen Gebrauch zu machen,
oder zumindest minimal und immer in englischer Übersetzung. Die englische Sprache diktiert,
welche Wörter wir verwenden, und wie, und welche Dinge wir nicht ausdrücken können, weil es
kein vergleichbares Wort gibt. Dies erinnert mich an Bildungskolonialismus, in der die Englisch
als globales Produkt vermarket und verbreitet wird, und zwar als vereinendes Medium, als
Lingua Franca, eine Sprache, die allen gehört…aber ironischerweise nur denen, die es sich
leisten können, sie zu lernen (Phillipson, 1994). Der imperialistische Werdegang des Englischen
ist jedoch keine postkolonialistische Erfindung des 20. Jahrhunderts:
From a minor language in 1600, English has in less than four centuries come to be the
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leading language of international communication in the world today. This remarkable
development is ultimately the result of 17th, 18th, and 19th century British successes in
conquest, colonization, and trade, but it was enormously accelerated by the emergence of
the United States at the major military world power and technological leader in the
aftermath of World War II. The process was also greatly abetted by the expenditure of
large amounts of government and private foundation funds in the period 1950-1970,
perhaps the most ever spent in history in support of the propagation of a language
(Troike, 1977, p. 2; cited in Phillipson, 1994, pp. 8-9).
Eine meiner Teilnehmerinnen erklärte mir, dass auch in Saudi Arabien Englisch als Kapital
gehandelt wird, jedoch zwischen einer enormen Diskrepanz: obwohl Englisch nur schlecht und
wenig in Sekundarschulen unterrichtet wird, setzen viele Firmen voraus, dass potentielle
Kandidaten, der Sprache mächtig sind. Englisch als Exportschlager, Englisch als Hilfsmittel in
Militär, Wirtschaft, und Bildung in der antifaschistischen und antikommunistischen Propaganda
des 2. Weltkrieges und des Kalten Krieges; Englisch als “Sprache des Friedens” für 100.000
U.S. Amerikanische christliche Missionare, Peace Corps-Helfer, und andere “aid worker”
(Phillipson, 1994); Englisch als neoimperialistisches Werkzeug der „Weltelite“:
There is a boom in the market for English learning products and know-how, for feepaying ‘international’ schools, for English- medium universities, for English ever earlier
in ‘basic’ education, and for ‘native speaker’ teachers. This affects former colonies in
Africa and Asia, and the countries of ‘informal’ empire in Latin America and the Middle
East. … Linguistic and educational neoimperialism follow in the wake of invasion [Iraq
and Libya] (Phillipson, 2014, p. 9)
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Ist es nicht ironisch, dass auch Deutsch und Arabisch eigentlich Lingua Francae sind, wegen
ihres weitverbreiteten Gebrauchs und ihrer enormen Zahl von Fremdsprachlern, historisch
gleichfalls kolonisierend? Hierfür ist jedoch kein Platz in der monolingualen Akademie. Meine
Dissertation reflektiert Englisch als Kommunikationsmittel und als Verhandlungsraum mit
meinen Teilnehmerinnen, wenn wir krumme, unpassende, fremde, unidiomatische Wörter
benutzen. Es reflektiert aber auch die soziale und politische Ungleichheit in unseren Heimatund unseren derzeitigen Aufenthaltsländern, sowie die Privilegierung in unserer eigenen
Erziehung. Wir brauchen diese Sprache, denn ohne sie könnten wir diese Interviews nicht halten,
oder? Und gleichzeitig müssen wir uns ihrer unterdrückenden, heuchlerisch gleichstellenden
Kraft widersetzen und uns unseren eigenen Sprachen, unserem eigenen Verständnis, unserer
eigenen Kultur bedienen.
Observation. Through their own experiences in research with minority groups, Dunbar
et al. (2002) described the phenomenon of silence in participants and what the researcher makes
of them. They advised that “the interviewer must be especially conscious of the implications of
what potential respondents might or might not say when asked interview questions” (p. 289). It is
not just my task to carefully and responsibly probe during my interviews to accommodate the
participants’ stories, but to “look past and into the silences that greet interview questions in order
to understand the possible categorical sources of silence” (p. 289). To be able to analyze these
silences, I need to allow for them to occur and not, as Heidegger (1977) warned, “shatter the
vacant stillness with compulsive talk” (p. 103). Simultaneously I have to take MacLure et al.’s
(2010) words into consideration when they caution that silence resists analysis and “that
something unanalyzable and unspeakable will always ‘remain’” (p. 498) in communication and
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research. This does not mean, however, that they should not receive the researcher’s attention.
Therefore, I used the method of observation during my interviews with the participants.
While silences during interviews may inform the research about cultural or personal
habits of the participants, or the participants’ resistance to the research, they can also illuminate
certain cultural presumptions I myself may have of the interview participants, which I am not
aware of previous to or during the interview itself. In order not to violate my research
participants, I interrogated these silences through continuous critical self-reflection during the
interview process and in conversation with other, experienced researchers afterward. Some of
these examinations are captured in my asides and the rhizoanalysis of the interviews.
I also observed the participants, their body language, facial expressions, verbal
intonations, changes in speech, and other non-verbal gestures, as Dunbar et al. (2002) noted.
While I would certainly not claim understanding of or insight into the minds of my participants
with these observations, they helped me rehash the ways in which participants related certain
stories and the rapport we were having at that time of the interview.
Journaling and memoing. I acknowledge that I am a White woman who has lived half
of her life in Western societies and who currently resides in a Western country. This cultural
background may be vastly different from that of my research participants and, in fact, from a
subjectivist viewpoint, all our experiences shape us in very unique ways. I therefore journal
about my experiences, thoughts, impressions, dreams (see transgressive data, St. Pierre, 1997)
during the research process in a reflexive manner. Burr (2003) defined reflexivity as “the issue of
explicitly acknowledging the personal and political values and perspectives informing the
research” (p. 157). The subjectivities of my participants and myself are central to this research
and inform contextual boundaries and opportunities. For example, while I am considered a White
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middle-class woman, my linguistic and cultural background can carry with it social, historical,
and political privileges I receive through little work of my own. Despite my current financial
limitations as an international graduate student who cannot engage in paid or unpaid employment
in the U.S. outside the university, I acknowledge that these restrictions are based on my choosing
and I could considerably improve my financial status by leaving the program. While I had the
opportunity to gain various graduate degrees at accredited European universities and many years
of work experience, my employment opportunities in the U.S. are very limited due to the
restrictions on my visa status. These factors, some of which I shared with the research
participants, are convoluted and complex and all inform my subjectivities as a researcher. An
actively reflexive stance from my side through the practice of journaling my own positionalities,
ethnic dilemmas, biases, and viewpoints served as a reminder that contextual varieties exist
among all persons involved. It also allowed me to call into question my personal experiences (or
lack thereof), and my interaction with normative societal and academic viewpoints, and current
literature.
Furthermore, I utilized analytic and reflective memos to help me think with and through
the data. In these memos, which Navarro (2005) described as “a way to capture and interpret
meaning from the ongoing stream of life” (p. 435), I can interrogate the data through my
theories, my understandings through my biases, my methodology through my epistemological
stance, and vice versa. Birks, Chapman, and Francis (2008) explained the usefulness of memoing
as a tool for recording “the interplay between research and data [which] is crucial to the
generation of knowledge that reflects the breadth and depth of human experience” (p. 69).
Keeping track of these processes in the form of memos is helpful for the organization of my
research, the reflexive work throughout the study, as well as to “maintain momentum” during the
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analytic process of “seeing data” (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008, p. 71).
Site Selection
All interviews were initially planned to be conducted at a public place of the participant’s
choice. After revisiting my postcolonial theorists, however, I decided to leave the site of the
interview entirely up to the participant’s choice. In line with feminist postcolonial critique, the
use of the binary private/public does not serve well for women whose personal spaces have been
scrutinized and misconceptualized historically and contemporarily (Abisaab, 2005; Spivak,
1987/2006). In order to accommodate the women’s preferences or necessities and their multiple
identities without reinforcing the spatial binary, participants were invited to choose any location
they felt comfortable being interviewed in. I also offered to pick up and drop off participants for
the interview, since I was aware of the difficulty of public transportation in this area and of the
fact that some of the women may not have a car or driver’s license.
Participants were recruited from a large university in the northeastern United States, East
Atlantic University4 (EAU) with campuses in or near Gamuston. Gamuston is a mid-sized city of
less than 300,000 residents and around 1,000,000 in the larger metro area. EAU is a public
university with roughly 30,000 enrolled students of which two-thirds are undergraduate and onethird graduate students as of the academic year 2014-2015. There are slightly more male than
female students and the racial make-up is 50% White, 9% Asian/Pacific Islander, 5% Black, 5%
Latinx, and 5% American Indian/Alaskan Native. 18% of students are non-resident aliens, and
are not considered in the racial demography. The five most represented countries are from South
and East Asia. However, selected programs have informal and formal partnerships with

The city in which the study was conducted, the participants’ names, the university’s name and other
educational or professional institutions the participants may have attended are replaced by pseudonyms.
4

99

educational institutions in Saudi Arabia, in which most Saudi students are provided for by Saudi
governmental scholarships.
Participants
In order to recruit potential participants, I utilized purposeful criterion-based sampling
(Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), and more specifically snowball sampling. First, I
reached out to an acquaintance who had previously expressed her interest in participating in this
study and who I knew as part of the larger Saudi community in this area. At a meeting, I
explained to her my research project in more detail and asked if she knew other women who may
be interested in participating. She was very happy to assist and shared with me the contact
information of several potential participants. Two days later, I sent out individual emails inviting
the women to take part in the study and explaining its premises, to which three of the four
responded, all accepting the invitation. At the end of the first interview, the participant referred
me to three more women who would be happy to be interviewed for this study, and upon sharing
their contact information with me, I sent out an email and received three positive responses.
During my sixth interview, the participant referred me to a seventh woman who she said did not
come from either of the two major Saudi cities Riyadh and Jeddah (as all the other participants)
and who may be a great addition to the study. Upon contacting the woman, she happily agreed to
participate, though I learned during the interview that she was also born and raised in Riyadh and
that she did not attend EAU but another local university for her graduate studies. With this last
interviewee, I concluded my search for participants and conducting of interviews. The meetings
for the interviews were arranged at a place of the women’s choice and the length of the meetings
took between 120 and 140 min. Participants were interviewed using an in-depth unstructured life
story interview format. No follow-up interviews were necessary, no participants requested a
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second interview for clarification or continuation; and all conversations were completed during
the initial meeting.
In total, I recruited seven participants to take part in this qualitative research study of
which six fulfill all selection criteria. The criteria for inclusion in this study were that the
participants are (1) women from Saudi Arabia (2) who are enrolled in a graduate program (3) at
East Atlantic University, (4) who have not lived in the United States prior to their graduate
studies for extended periods of time (longer than two years), and (5) who have lived the largest
part of their life in Saudi Arabia. The seventh participant fulfilled all criteria except her graduate
enrolment, which was at another local university in the same area of Gamuston. Six of the
participants were enrolled in medically related fields, while one (the seventh woman) was a
graduate student in a business related field. All women were in their late 20s to early 30s, had
lived the majority of their lives in either Jeddah or Riyadh, and spoke Arabic as their first
language. All women had received a university degree from a Saudi university prior to their
enrollment in a U.S. university.
In their compendium on sampling and cases in qualitative research, Baker and Edwards
(2012) collected a variety of experts’ opinions on the issue. When considering how many
research participants are necessary in a qualitative study, Becker responded, “Every experienced
researcher knows this question has no reasonable answer, no magic number you can do and then
you’re out of danger” (p. 15, as cited in Baker & Edwards, 2012). The number of participants in
the study may appear relatively small compared to quantitative research projects. Adler and
Adler explained that qualitative researchers “delve more deeply into those individuals, settings,
subcultures, and scenes, hoping to generate a subjective understanding of how and why people
perceive, reflect, role-take, interpret, and interact” (p. 8, as cited in Baker & Edwards, 2012); in
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order to achieve this depth during the interview and the analysis, a smaller number of
participants can suffice. Charmaz noted that “a very small sample can produce a study with depth
and significance” (p. 22, as cited in Baker & Edwards, 2012) if the research design allows for a
detailed and in-depth analysis of the data. As described in the methodology and analysis,
however, this postcolonial study has many entry points through which I was able to explore the
richness of the concept of ethnic identity and the participants’ individual conceptualization of it.
Aside
A few days ago there was a severe flood in Jordan and three people died, many lost their
houses and furniture. A couple of days later there are two suicide bombers in Beirut, 43 people
die. I think of my participants again and our scheduled interviews in the coming days. I wonder
if these attacks will come up in our conversations, if the women will be compelled to talk about
their thoughts and feelings, their family and neighbors’ updates, the news they follow. Will I be
trusted with this information as a non-Saudi non-Middle Eastern woman, will I be perceived to
understand?
This evening, people in Paris have been killed and injured in attacks. They are terrorist
attacks, the media established within several minutes. I pray it is not people claiming to be
Muslims. Over 120 people dead, and more than 350 injured, the numbers are being revised every
half hour. There is life update on CNN, BBC, Al Jazeera. Wild debates unfold on Facebook, antiIslamic, pro-refugee, anti-immigration, pro-peace. France closes its borders. Da’esh claims
responsibility for the attacks (what does that even mean, claiming responsibility? Shouldn’t that
be a good thing? To show that you’re responsible for something? When did irresponsible and
responsible become so interchangeable?). U.S. airstrikes on Libya tonight; France airstrikes on
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Syria tonight; wordstrikes on everyone else: “I want surveillance of these people” (Pace &
Colvin, 2015, para. 13).
At night I’m scared to close my eyes and see pictures of terror, loss, violence, and hatred
in my dreams. I have always had vivid dreams and a dreamless sleep is a rarity. Lebanon,
France, Syria, Libya…Iraq is being “disappeared” on the news, and so is Palestine. The
growing Islamophobia, the turn against refugees in Western mass media, the anxiety attacks and
prayers and concerns in places I call home—the nightmares have hit particularly hard.
Trustworthiness and Ethics
In all research, and particularly in qualitative feminist studies, the concern for ethical
practice is prominent and imperative. Herrera’s (2010) statement on ethical concerns in
ethnographic work is a helpful starting point for my own considerations:
The first and enduring ethical principle of any researcher, critical or otherwise, remains
“do no harm.” A researcher must enter the field with humility in the knowledge of her
own ignorance, with a spirit of respect, honesty and goodwill toward the community in
which she is entering, and an understanding that her presence, questions, and intentions –
good as they may be – may not be greeted with overwhelming enthusiasm. (p. 123)
In this way, ethical considerations and critical reflexive work need to be present throughout the
entirety of the research process. A way I did this was by asking participants whether they thought
I had missed to ask about a specific topic or something they themselves wanted to add. Of
course, reminding the participant that their participation is voluntary and can be stopped at any
time they wish is compliant with IRB protocol and a necessary component of feminist research.
Another technique of engaging participants more deeply in the research process and
validating their contributions is through the use of member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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Here, I sent the interview transcripts to the participants, asked for their feedback, inquired
whether they wanted to add or edit anything, or if they approved of the transcript. Two
participants responded with feedback to the transcripts, which I edited for the version I used in
the analytic part of the study. I also reached out to the participants through phone, email, and in
person to keep them updated about the research process and to maintain the personal relationship
we have created, which they greatly appreciated.
Harrison, MacGibbon, and Morton (2001) asserted, “The trustworthiness of our research
practices is inherent in the politics of what we do at any and every stage of the research process”
(p. 324). Whether it is the crafting of research questions, the interview guide, choosing a suitable
theoretical framework, method, or analytical tool, as researchers we are called upon our
privileged position within the study. In order to follow these academicians’ request for conscious
practice of ethical research, I utilized various forms of data collection, namely through
interviewing, observing, journaling, reading, rereading, thinking, and memoing about the
theorists I drew from. This approach provided me with a diversity of data and helped me refract
my own perspective. Capturing and engaging with multiple perspectives can be described as
what Denzin and Lincoln (2005) and Janesick (2003) call triangulation. Triangulation is a
technique defined as “the simultaneous display of multiple, refracted realities” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005, p. 6) in order to “secure an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in
question” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 8) while simultaneously circumventing traditional or
positivist validation processes that may inhibit qualitative research work. In order to open up yet
further dimensions of exploration, Richardson (1994) proposed the concept of crystallization,
which she described as a more appropriate approach for post-modern work:
[T]he crystal, which combines symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of
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shapes, substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach.
Crystals grow, change, alter, but are not amorphous. Crystals are prisms that reflect
externalities and refract within themselves, creating different colors, patterns, arrays,
casting off in different directions. (p. 522)
It is this latter concept of crystallization that I utilized in my thinking with data. As within many
post-theories, a monolithic capital-T truth that can be found, discovered, or extracted is
inconceivable in a world that is always already partial, shifting, and multilayered (Burr, 2003;
Crotty, 1998). Crystallization as a technique is, therefore, useful when thinking with postcolonial
theory, because “without losing structure, [it] deconstructs the traditional idea of “validity” (we
feel how there is no single truth, we see how texts validate themselves); and crystallization
provides us with a deepened, complex, thoroughly partial, understanding of the topic”
(Richardson, 1994, p. 522). Besides their value as a source of data, reflexive tools such as
journaling and memoing are also beneficial in “explicitly acknowledging the personal and
political values and perspectives informing the research” (Burr, 2003, p. 157) since the
researcher inhabits an epistemological space of her own.
This last ethical consideration of the researcher’s powerful and political position in the
research is particularly important in postcolonial work. St. Pierre (2000) reminds us, “If
everything is political and dangerous, then we are ethically bound to pay attention to how we
word the world” (p. 484). In postcolonial critique, linguistic phrasings and descriptions of
participants can be a particularly high-stakes endeavor. As outlined above, Spivak (1993/2009)
wrote of the imperial traditions and dangers of further marginalizing those in the margin by
making them identifiable, authentic, and, thereby, legitimate. Speaking collectively about “the
Saudi women” or “the Middle Easterners” is, of course, misleading and problematic. However,

105

with historical traditions of generalizing, fetishizing, and rendering underrepresented groups
monolithic (Bulbeck, 1997; Wright, 2007), specific wording can have politically and
economically devastating consequences (e.g., as seen in Western media coverage of the Iraqi war
or the current Syrian “refugee crisis”).
Sometimes legitimation and identifiability of people is accomplished more subtly and
implicitly, for example by generalizing the experiences of groups of people – a practice
postcolonial scholars explicitly critique and push against (e.g., Ang, 1995/2003; Bulbeck, 1997;
Mohanty, 2003; Suleri, 1992). To prevent academic forms of identitarianism and similar ethical
violations, I attempted to provide rich and specific context in my analysis. In order to help me
with this, I continuously thought and read the data through my theorists and let both data and
theorists interact through me as a research medium. These readings and thoughts were captured
in analytic memos and incorporated into the results of the research. Additionally, I actively
engaged with my own biases and subjectivities in discussions with other researchers, scholars,
friends, family members, and acquaintances and recorded my thoughts in journal entries; because
in order to do no harm I needed to understand my own positionalities and personal politics. The
subjectivity statement in the following passage can serve as a node in the larger network of my
situatedness.
Subjectivity Statement
In her encyclopedia entry of qualitative research methods, Judith Preissle (2008)
explained that subjectivity statements are accounts of researchers in which they disclose
information about their positionalities and their relations to the people and contexts they study.
While addressing these matters separately from the rest of the work is common, Preissle (2008)
pointed out that “many feminists and other qualitative researchers thread information about their
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participation and standpoints throughout their research report” (p. 844), which I attempted in this
paper. For example, in much of my writing, I utilize an active first-person singular voice (or the
active “I”), because it “helps to acknowledge the position of the researcher as owning the
research” (Banister, 2011, p. 196) but also as having ethical obligations toward the researched.
Smailes explained her sensations when exploring her positionalities in research work and wrote,
“As I continue to engage with these [her] privileged and marginalized subjectivities,
‘uncomfortable’ and taken-for-granted areas become more visible” (Goodley & Smailes, 2011, p.
40). It is these tensions and rough patches that I intended to interrogate in the “provisional space”
of narrative research, “one coded as soon as it is imagined, yet mobile, nomadic – always a
mixture of the striated and the smooth” (St. Pierre, 2000, p. 276).
Instead of giving a concise and autobiographical account of my positionalities, biases,
and reasons for conducting this study – which is always only a fragment of my persona – I
explore my subjectivity with anecdotal “asides.” St. Pierre (2000) utilized the theatrical
technique of asides – comments intended to be heard by the audience but not the other actors – to
describe her personal writing experiences and her meaning making of reading theory. She did not
know where this writing journey would take her, but in these off-site remarks St. Pierre intended
to “grab hold of some of those dazzling, dizzying lines of flight and see where they take [her]”
(p. 265). Such is my intention as well. These asides help me explore my reading and doing
research with postcolonial feminist theory and guide my own coming to terms with the concept
of ethnic identity. Similar to Hamlet’s soliloquies, in which the audience is granted a glimpse
into the undertones of the character’s thought, so I make use of my own soliloquies, that they
may shed light on my thought processes and positionalities throughout the work on this project;
with the difference that I, just like the reader, cannot predict the path of the journey and so “will
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just have to see what happens” (St. Pierre, 2000, p. 265). Naturally, these asides should not be
taken as fixed or complete statements but as explorations informing my current situatedness,
always in flux and changing with the development of my research. As Jackson and Mazzei
(2013) explained, “if the ‘I’ of the participant is always becoming in the process of telling, so too
the ‘I’ of the researcher is always becoming in the process of researching, listening, and writing”
(p. 266). While there are no static or singular persons, I as a researcher still carry the
responsibility of making myself deliberately apparent throughout my writing, reading, and
thinking, and the anecdotal asides are one attempt of doing so.
Analysis and Interpretation?
Traditional forms of categorization and thematizing are problematic in relation to this
research, since their approaches are too reductionist in their intent to “find” shared experiences,
themes, essences, or models. There can be no analytic saturation of themes because, informed by
the contextual lens I employ through postcolonial feminism (catachrestic metaphors, sociopolitics, marginalities, multidimensionality of power and subjugation), a thread of thought is
pulled in all its complexity, messiness, and interconnectedness with other threads. Also, as the
postcolonial feminist theorists I have cited in the second chapter have explained, making
inferences or interpretations of someone’s words or life who has been categorically marginalized
and misrepresented defies the use of a postcolonial research approach. So, “[w]hat does a
researcher do if she does not code data” (Augustine, 2014, p. 748) because analysis and
interpretation fails her? She turns to non-traditional, post-coding research approaches, and in this
case to Jackson and Mazzei’s (2012, 2013) rhizoanalytic “plugging in.”
Rhizoanalysis: Plugging in. In order to think “on the verge of intelligibility” (St. Pierre,
1997, p. 176) I used a rhizoanalytic approach as conceptualized by Deleuze and Guattari (1987).
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As opposed to the arborescent and hierarchical structure, the rhizome can be described as a map
without a fixed center but with multiple ways of entry and entanglements. Its ways, however,
cannot be traced separately and individually. With its entanglement and connecting points, the
rhizome “has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing,
intermezzo” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 25). Instead of asking “and/or” of the structure, the
rhizome allows for accumulation through “and…and…and…” (p. 25) producing ever more lines
of flight and the nodes that connect them. Gannon and Davies (2012) described it as “a secret,
unseen, underground, creeping, multiplying growth that can strangle the tree or the root of
conventional thought” (p. 86) and that harbors lines of flight which make deterritorization and
reterritorization possible and necessary.
To acknowledge the presence of marginality and neo-imperialism, I used specific
postcolonial concepts through which to pull on the rhizomatic strings in what Jackson and
Mazzei (2012, 2013) referred to as “plugging in:” namely the catachrestic metaphor (Spivak,
1990) and the multidimensionality of power relations (Sandoval, 2000; Spivak, 1993/2009). In
Jackson and Mazzei’s (2013) concept, “plugging in” refers to the strategy of “read[ing] the same
data across multiple theorists by plugging the theory and the data into one another” (p. 261).
Theory and data become inseparable, and so does the researcher as the medium through which
their connections are explored: the texts “constitute one another and in doing so create something
new” (p. 264). Thinking data with theory and theory with data allows the researcher to work “at
the limits of intelligibility” (St. Pierre, 2000, p. 506) by producing different knowledge and by
producing knowledge differently. Jackson and Mazzei (2013) explained that “plugging in”
involves the following strategies:
1. Putting philosophical concepts to work via disrupting the theory/practice binary by
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decentering each and instead showing how they constitute or make one another;
2. being deliberate and transparent in what analytical questions are made possible by a
specific theoretical concept (e.g., deconstruction or performativity) and how the questions
that are used to think with emerged in the middle of “plugging in;” and
3. working the same “data chunks” repeatedly to “deform [them], to make [them] groan
and protest” (Foucault, 1980, p. 22-23) with an overabundance of meaning, which in turn
not only creates new knowledge but also shows the suppleness of each when plugged in.
(p. 264)
Opening up the data collection through the method of life story interviewing that does not
follow a pre-determined linear course, and an analytic approach that acknowledges thinking data
differently, gave me the opportunity to interrogate how my participants positioned themselves
ethnically in their narratives, how they were positioned by others, and how various layers of
power relations informed those positionalities.
Conclusion
In an effort to interrogate how the women in my study position themselves and are
positioned ethnically within the dynamic social/political/economic/etc. contexts they inhabit, I
sought an untraditional analysis and description of the their narratives in line with postcolonial
feminist critique of identitarianism and forceful reinscription of identities. I used narrative
inquiry as my methodology and unstructured life-story interviewing as the main research
method. In order to minimize my own neo-imperial violations on the women, I utilized the
rhizoanalytic tool of plugging two specific theoretical concepts into the women’s narratives. As I
explained, because of the multitude of contextual threads that inform the women’s stories and
that I set out to explore, more conventional research methods and analysis techniques may not
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adequately address the complexities, messiness, and interconnectedness of nodes and threads
within the women’s stories. In the following chapter, I provide the seven participants’ narrative
chunks from our interviews and the analytic work with my theorists.
Aside
I am aware that “doing ethnic identity” in this non-traditional way needs to be carefully
orchestrated, but I take comfort in St. Pierre’s (2000) who promised that
the space of freedom available to us is not at all insignificant, and we have the ability to
analyze, contest, and change practices that are being used to construct ourselves and the
world, as well as the practice we ourselves are using in this work of praxis. (p. 493)
This quote simultaneously soothes and reassures me in my endeavor of interrogating the ways in
which knowing/doing/thinking ethnicity are possible for my participants. Just the attempt of
decentering my own understanding of ethnic identity, pulling on a node within the larger grid of
identity and seeing where it can take me, is frightening and exhilarating at once. Questions of
membership and group affiliation, cultural habits, national traditions, are pulled at, deformed,
until they begin to “grown and protest” (Foucault, 1980, p. 53). I want to see/hear/feel the
niches of ethnicity that trouble a two-dimensional location of my participant, that ask the
difficult political questions of “being ethnicized,” that challenge clear separations of the
familial, social, historical, geographical, religious, in an attempt to add “and…and…and…”
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 25) to the growing and shifting assemblage of ethnicity.
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Chapter 4
The Rhizomatic Narratives
Speaking, writing, and discoursing are not mere acts of communication; they are above
all acts of compulsion. Please follow me. Trust me, for deep feeling and understanding require
total commitment.
—Trinh T. Minh-ha, Woman, native, other, 1989
Jackson and Mazzei (2012, 2013) have departed from traditional analysis and
interpretation practices, and described their methodological work as going “against interpretive
imperatives that limit so-called ‘analysis’ and inhibit the inclusion of previously unthought
‘data’” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. viii). So, instead of calling this section findings and
representation, I followed Jackson and Mazzei’s (2012) approach of “working within/against
interpretivism” (p. vii) by describing my practices more appropriately as
(1) cartography – the reconstitution and mapping of the participants’ retellings of their
experiences and thoughts; the tracing of the always partial, incomplete, and becoming
data of the always partial, incomplete, and becoming participants, and as
(2) interrogation – of the participants’ narratives, my positionalities and assumptions as a
researcher; the way I see, hear, think data; how theory and methodology shape what is
thought, or work against it within the data, etc.
So, throughout these rhizomatic narratives, I asked myself what ways of knowing/doing/thinking
ethnicity are possible and how do the women story their ethnic identities?
Each woman is first introduced in a scenario of our initial encounter on the day of the
interview. Then I present a chunk of narrative, followed by my “plugging in” of the theorists in
italics, alternatingly. As I got to know increasingly more details about my participants’
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experiences and their different facets of life, my plugging in became more complex and
expansive of previously interrogated chunks of narrative. While some of the women’s narratives
are longer than others, it is because a participant chose to share a certain experience, anecdote,
thought, or topic more extensively. Sometimes the women’s stories elicited strong memories in
myself – insights that I added because they may have shaped how I put my theorists to work.
The titles I used throughout the write-up should not be understood as categories or
separate sections in my analysis, in line with Jackson and Mazzei’s (2012) approach that departs
from traditional coding, categorizing, and dissembling of the assemblage. Rather, they serve as
roadmaps within the re-storied narratives to guide the audience’s reading of the stories and
analytical sections. The order in which I present the interviews is the same in which I conducted
them.
LSH
I’m standing outside a large half-circular high-rise apartment building, waiting to come in
from the cold. I texted LSH from the car to tell her I was close. When I scan the elevator through
the glass doors, a woman in her late 20s catches my eye. She is wearing an ivory sweater, blue
jeans, and a White slouchy knitted hat under which stray strands of black hair peak through. Her
smile is friendly and broad, and we greet each other with a warm handshake while she lets me
into the building. LSH suggests we go to the community room at the ground level where students
gather to study, or families celebrate birthday parties. The room is noticeably warmer and we
make our way to the far end to a large round table that could easily accommodate eight. While
LSH cozies into a cushioned chair, I tell her again about my research. She nods along and asks
how many interviews I have conducted so far. She is my first, I say, to which she smiles but does
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not further comment. After discussing and signing the consent forms, LSH chooses her
pseudonym and we begin the interview with, she decides, her family.
Family Business
“[My parents] are not so strict and they’re not like very open-minded. They’re in
between. Like the fact that I’m here now. I can do whatever I want, you know. They trust me.
They think I’m responsible.” When LSH tells me how she negotiated with her family to study
abroad in the U.S., her face changes between subtle and broad smiles while her composure
remains serene. The only daughter among four brothers, LSH has grown up in a household that is
physically and emotionally close and very supportive of one another. Academic excellence is an
important personal achievement and graduate degrees from a Western university are understood
as valuable, necessary, but also compulsory. Both parents “very much appreciate learning and
having higher degrees,” so they are supportive of their children’s educational progress. LSH saw
her oldest brother obtained a medical graduate degree from a university in the U.K., and decided
to take the opportunity to study abroad herself. The choice for her, however, did not simply come
from educational preference. She was required by the hospital that employed her to obtain a
Western graduate degree: “…all the hospitals, like all the scholarships there [in Saudi Arabia],
they wanted something international. They don’t accept local programs anymore.” Compared to
the U.S. degree, the Saudi programs also take five years instead of three in her specialty, and
“it’s so long and at the end you don’t even have the master’s. Like you’re just specializing
without a master’s. But here [in the U.S.] at least you’re taking the master’s as well in three
years.” By deciding to study abroad, LSH does not only have a shorter educational route in her
specialty, but she will also obtain a graduate degree; this, however, also comes at the expense of
living far away from her family.
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Most notable is that LSH found herself in a space that she could not inhabit (Spivak,
1993/2009): since the Saudi hospital and its Western-trained academics value the U.S. program
over a local one, LSH cannot refuse the international studies or she would lose her employment
as an academician and clinician. She saw her older brother go through similar processes with
his medical specialization, though, so LSH was familiar with the need to “continue her studies”
in order to follow in the footsteps of her Western-trained colleagues at the Saudi hospital.
However, requiring LSH to study in a place vastly different in cultural and religious habits,
language, social structures, juridical systems, etc. rather than in another Gulf or Middle Eastern
country that is also geographically closer, shows how LSH’s employer values U.S. degrees
higher and is willing to make the cultural tradeoff. Thinking with Sandoval’s (2000)
multidimensional power concept, there is a vertical and horizontal distribution: first, both in
Saudi and U.S. institutions, Western graduate degrees are valued higher than local degrees,
giving students like LSH no option of studying in local programs; second, the very mobility of
Saudi students and Western-trained scholars reinforces the “here” versus “there” power
dynamics. LSH, just as her brother before her, becomes inadvertently complicit in this web of
educational neo-imperialism as a rising scholar, which is perpetuated by a Saudi and U.S.
perception of Western educational superiority. By following her brother’s academic heritage,
becoming “academically Westernized” is a professional imperative rather than a choice.
I observe her intensely when she tells me about the hospital arrangements and, to my
surprise, notice that only a small flicker of annoyance seems to wash over her face. Instead of
elaborating on the regulations, LSH explains how glad she is that her mother agreed at all to her
studying abroad. While her brothers, father, and other family members encouraged LSH to apply
for the scholarship, her mother initially refused that she leave the country on her own:
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They convinced her. And I had to talk to her sister—my aunt—have many opinions, talk
to her friends, till she get convinced. I mean till now, she’s not convinced. Till now she
said like, ‘Why don’t you stop and come back?’
She laughs in the recollection of her mother’s words. It took one years of family negotiations to
make her mother understand the highly competitive nature of this scholarship, so, at the end,
“she couldn’t say anything…she had to agree.” Even with her mother’s approval, though, “it was
the hardest decision” LSH has made, she tells me, when she negotiated her educational pursuits
on multiple fronts. Studying abroad stands in stark contrast to the family’s local cultural
practices. In Riyadh,1 known for its general conservative lifestyle, it is uncommon for an
unmarried woman to live outside the family home, let alone abroad on her own. This gendered
struggle was an issue her older brother did not encounter during his studies in the UK:
I think like with many people—her [mother’s] friends—I think she was also worried
about, you know, the culture. There is still, we’re not very used to girls going to study
there alone. And so, that was a hard thing. It wasn’t like accepted in our society.
Without further prompting, LSH explains that her mother’s conversations with friends and
relatives who know the family intimately and who have similar views on educational progress
helped her so that “she was more comfortable with” the idea of letting LSH travel.
In the mother’s worries of breaking Riyadh customs by letting LSH – the unmarried
daughter, academician, clinician, woman – study abroad on her own, I can feel the
entanglements of LSH’s unique cultural milieu. The simultaneous spaces of the local
environment (neighbors, colleagues, Saudi conservative traditions) and the family home (family
practices, educational needs, mother’s wishes) are reminiscent of Spivak’s (1987/2006)

1

Places participants grew up or lived in are not given pseudonyms because of the recognizable cultural
and religious traditions connected to these places.
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explications on private and public spaces. As she notes, “the political, social, professional,
economic, intellectual” and the “emotional, sexual, and domestic” (p. 139) are tightly
interwoven with one another and always already inform, and enable, each other. Here I catch
myself – having almost overlooked it – and insert what I critiqued in my literature review: the
overarching questions of gendered practices that are formed around LSH’s autonomy and
mobility. While LSH may have had to answer to broader Saudi norms of supervised travel, unlike
her brother, her mother’s decision of letting LSH study abroad alone transcended these
conservative traditions. The decision was still in accordance with the cultural understandings of
the family’s closer social circle, though. Also, the fact that LSH did not neglect her mother’s
wishes but waited for her approval, illustrates how LSH navigates familial cultural practices
within the different layers of Saudi customs. The mother, in turn, extends her trust that her
daughter will live responsibly abroad.
LSH steers the conversation from her mother as the ultimate decision maker of LSH’s
travel plans, to her father’s emotional and physical support as her initial travel companion:
At the beginning of my first year he just stayed for a week till I get settled, you know. It
means a lot of course, because still I’m alone here and I know no one at the time when I
came here. So, I really needed somebody to come with me…you need some support like
from your family.
While LSH was at school, her father bought and set up furniture, checked out the neighborhoods,
made acquaintances whom he would introduce to LSH, and drove her to and from school, the
latter which turned out to be invaluable, LSH explains, because she had no other means of
getting around: “It was a big issue for me because in Gamuston, public transportation here is
zero.” She compares this situation to her mobility in Saudi Arabia. Though in Riyadh LSH
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cannot legally drive, she can use the family-employed driver to get around, a common
arrangement among Saudi families, as she explains: “almost all of us have private drivers there.”
Interestingly, the fact that LSH has to rely on her father for transportation, and later
friends who have resided in Gamuston for a longer time, illustrates to me the vertical and
horizontal power relations at play (Sandoval, 2000). While LSH lived in Riyadh, Saudi law
forbade her and other women to drive, so she had not had an opportunity to acquire driving
skills. This could be perceived as a cultural law reinforcing the superiority of men over women,
by not giving women an equal choice to drive. However, in Gamuston and its suburbs, similar
power dynamics are reproduced for LSH and her Saudi friends who do not drive. Because of the
patchy and sporadic bus network, their mobility is severely limited to the extent that they have to
rely on other gendered and culture-enforcing options: ask her father or a male friend to drive,
ask a female friend for a ride who has acquired U.S. driving skills, or take up driving lessons
herself and leave Saudi customs behind. The latter option also requires having the financial
means to purchase or lease a car. This horizontal power space of transportation issues between
“here” (in Gamuston) and “there” (in Riyadh) shows how transportation arrangements
disadvantage LSH as a Saudi woman in two places in two different ways: in Riyadh, she is not
allowed to drive but the family has a driver, as 87.9% of Saudi families do (King Abdul Aziz
Center for National Dialogue, 2013), while in Gamuston LSH cannot move as she pleases
because of insufficient public transportation or only at the convenience of others. Ironically,
critics in Western spaces denouncing Saudi cultural customs do not actually offer
transportational relief themselves for Saudi women, and thereby enable the very gendered
inequalities they condemn in the first place.
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Saudi Friendships
Yeah, it was so hard for me especially that I didn’t knew anyone here yet. I didn’t have
any friends. But the good thing that I knew that one of also the Saudi girls, she was
accepted in the same program with me.
This Saudi woman, LSH tells me, was the key person who connected her to other Saudis in the
Gamuston suburbs and who helped her arrange an apartment in her building before LSH even
arrived.
I just heard her name, you know. So, I don’t know her. But luckily she had a car because
she was here in Gamuston two years before me. So, she’s familiar. She has like her
family. She was settled up here. She had the car. I knew some friends from her friends, so
I started to know more people here. I actually—I chose this apartment or this building
because she was here.
To be physically closer to another Saudi woman, LSH even turned down more spacious and
nicer apartments: “When I knew that she’s here, that was like better for me to stay with someone
I know at least, or even if I don’t know her. But at least a Saudi girl, someone who’s going to be
with me in the program.” Although the woman left the university shortly after LSH started her
program, with her help LSH was able to branch out to other Saudi women who helped her get to
know the different neighborhoods and suburbs. I ask her how she met the other women she
befriended in Gamuston, and LSH tells me that her friendships consist of women she met
through her university studies at EAU and others whom she met through weekly gatherings in
the Arab community. There are “like over maybe 30 Arabs” who meet regularly, and “mostly
Saudis,” some of whom are also students and others who are spouses of students. She explains
that she does not know all of them, “we don’t hang out with all of them, just like sometimes we
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meet. We have meetings between here and there.” But it is helpful to have likeminded persons
with a similar cultural background: “I can say whatever I want. You know how do they think.
Like they’ve known you for a long time.” As LSH tells me about this large group of women,
whom she at times refers to as “other Saudi girls” and sometimes as “friends,” she adds that it is
not always easy for her to attend the gatherings. On the one hand, she lacks the time, even if
gatherings take place during weekends, because she has to prepare for school, “especially when
you have like some assignment, some presentation, or something to do.” On the other hand, her
status as a full-time student at EAU puts her in different circumstances than many of the other
women:
Like sometimes most of them, they don’t study. Maybe they just came here with their
husbands. So, like their husband is coming over here to study. She has some kids, so
she’s taking care of the kids, staying at home. Most of them are like housewives.
She points out that she just cannot make the same arrangements, for example meeting on
weekdays or during the day, than the women who live in Gamuston as housewives, mothers,
and/or spouses. Despite their different occupations, family statuses, and family commitments,
though, “if you have like any problems they’re going to stand by you. They’re going to help you
if you need anything.”
After this last point of commonality, I am particularly interested to know more about the
culture of her friends, so I ask LSH about the differences. She explains, “when I came here, I met
people from different areas, not only from Riyadh, from different areas even in Saudi Arabia. So
you get to know them.” Instead of seeing these varying cultural backgrounds as an obstacle, LSH
experiences them as a personal enrichment: “I think it’s more interesting to know more people,
come to different culture, see how people think.”
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While listening to LSH’s positioning of herself among, apart, and between the other
Saudi women she has encountered in Gamuston, I can almost feel the crumbling of the
monolithic essentialized (Mohanty, 2003) depiction of “the Saudi woman.” The differing
cultures LSH speaks of in the last sentence are in fact not the U.S. and the Saudi culture she
refers to, but the geographical areas with their markedly different cultural traditions in Saudi
Arabia. Even the thinking of Saudi women who are not from Riyadh is unlike LSH’s, as she
notes. In addition to the local cultures the women bring to Gamuston’s Saudi community, they
also have their individual familial and occupational differences, being students, housewives,
mothers, and spouses. Simply defining the Saudi women as different by geography and
occupation, however, is problematic, as LSH explains. With the overarching commonalities of
helpfulness, support, and kindness among the members of the Saudi community, and certainly
their shared social environment in the Gamuston area, LSH positions herself and the other
women in a more complex relation to one another – as simultaneously separate and opposite but
also as together and similar. This is even more complexified by the fact that not all members of
the community are Saudi but Arab – a shared ethnic background that transcends national
borders and illustrates the interconnectedness of cultural commonalities between the Middle
Eastern countries. Interestingly, the specific friendship between LSH and the other student who
initially helped her with transportation and getting to know other Saudis may have served as a
vehicle with which LSH bridged the cultural difference between “here” (Gamuston) and “there”
(Riyadh) that she mentioned earlier. The question that arises for me, and with which I continue
in our conversation, is how LSH relates the Riyadh culture she grew up with to the other cultures
in Saudi Arabia.

121

Saudi Cultures
“There’s not a big difference, but there is a difference” between the culture in Riyadh
compared to other parts of the country, LSH muses. She fixes her eyes at a point past my head,
“You can see it. Like from Riyadh, we’re almost more conservative than people from, like for
example people from the west. I’m not sure if you’re familiar with that,” she says shifting her
eyes back to me, and I nod. “Yeah, they’re more open-minded, and almost like the people who
are here [in Gamuston], they’re not from Riyadh.” I ask if most students studying in Gamuston
are from western Saudi Arabia. “Very few of them are from Riyadh. Most of them are from like
Jeddah.” I wonder out loud why there are more students from Jeddah in Gamuston than from
Riyadh, and LSH offers, “I’m not sure. Maybe their schools, [they’re] affiliated with the schools
here. So, that’s why they’re sending more people from there...maybe.” But LSH seems not yet
satisfied with this explanation and continues “I think like, they’re [U.S. universities] interested in
more the families [from Jeddah] because they’re not conservative. They can send their daughters
more easily. They’re used to it in their culture. They’re not so strict, so I think it’s easier for
them.”
Although LSH does not elaborate much on the cultural traditions of different
geographical places in Saudi Arabia, I begin to better see the significance of her studying in the
U.S. As she explained, her family falls somewhere in between the Saudi continuum of the “openminded” west and the “conservative” east. Although she has been raised in Riyadh, her closer
social environment is more accepting of her choice to study abroad. These are people who
“come from the same area” and have similar cultural understandings, as LSH points out. And
yet, she observes that most Saudi women in her school are from the more open-minded areas of
the west, which makes the negotiations with her mother even more significant. I imagine LSH’s
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familial culture as a piece in a larger group of “in-between” (conservative and open-minded)
households. These families form an enclave in the larger sea of conservatism of the Riyadh
culture, or a margin within the cultural center (Spivak, 1993/2003). What strikes me is LSH’s
suspicion that U.S. schools collaborate more readily with Saudi schools from western areas
because of their more open-minded cultures. This would be illustrative of educational horizontal
power dynamics that may reproduce and reinforce the Western cultural preference for a certain
type of student: On the one hand, Saudi families are more open to letting their daughters, as LSH
specifies, study in the U.S., which is reflected in their open-minded cultural understandings. On
the other hand, however, U.S. institutions reinforce their understanding of “easier” and more
preferred collaborators by rewarding Saudi open-mindedness over conservatism. Saudi women
studying in the U.S. would then not be reflective of “the Saudi” by all means. The student would
more likely be from an open-minded familial milieu that values academic achievements, but
would also need to be affiliated to a Saudi institution that is deemed culturally suitable by the
U.S. university. Contractual arrangements of U.S. universities with Saudi hospitals and
universities in Jeddah, whose students are presumed to be more open-minded by geographical
location alone, would then make it considerably more difficult for Saudi women from Riyadh to
get selected, even if their familial or communal culture is moderately conservative or more openminded.
Open-mindedness in LSH’s case is the cultural trait in her family through which her
parents agree to let her study in the U.S. and that lets her study at EAU in the first place; she
also feels, however, that it is the necessary cultural Saudi trait for EAU to accept her into the
program. And I wonder: What are her impressions now of studying alongside other students in
her program? How is she ethnically positioned by her fellow students in the program? Is that
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cultural “in-between-ness” she grew up with recognized by the people in her program, and
would they even be aware of the differences in Saudi cultural customs? But first, who are these
people in LSH’s program?
Saudi and Citizen Residents
“Every year they accept six” students into LSH’s program, and more specifically, “they
take two international students and four citizens—four Americans.” I suspect because of the
confused look on my face, LSH explains that the overall number of students in the three-year
program is six, meaning that mostly, but not always, two students are accepted each year into the
program. Every year faculty add the amount of new students that adds up to six in total. When
LSH began her studies, she was the second Saudi student, the first of whom was the woman she
befriended and who had helped her in the beginning months of her stay. She remembers that it
“was a good start to have someone you like, to have someone with you in the program especially
when our program is, like, all the other residents are like citizens except for us.” As LSH
explained before, though, her friend “left, now we are only five. They are four and I’m the
international student.” Not only was LSH now the only Saudi woman in her program, but she
also found herself the only Arab and international student. She tells me connecting to the other
students was not easy: “I mean, it’s so hard to be like alone—the only international student
because, I mean, if you want to have like a friend, it’s hard to have a friend who’s not from your
culture.” Luckily, LSH interjects, when she began her second year, the program accepted another
Saudi woman with whom she spends her free-time and lunch breaks. While her connection with
the new and the previous Saudi resident was an informal and friendship-based one that she
fostered on- and off-campus, her contact with her other classmates was much more formal
because of their cultural differences: “with the Americans, actually, I don’t spend a lot of time
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with them…we only meet at school usually, except for conference. I don’t see them outside of
school that much.”
When LSH refers to her American classmates, and later to her faculty, as citizens I notice
the casualness with which she uses the word. It appears to make a common occurrence in
conversations with other people and is a catachrestic metaphor that has been filled with very
specific meaning (Spivak, 1993/2009). Just to clarify that I grasp how she understands the term,
I even ask if it refers to Americans, which she affirms. It fascinates me how the neutrality of the
word “citizen” turns from a national or inhabitant of any particular place, who is usually legally
accepted and with the rights and obligations that come with that attachment, into a U.S. national
and passport holder by cultural status and nationality. When LSH mentions that one of her
professors is from Syria “but she’s a citizen. She has like a passport and everything,” my
fascination with the matter-of-factness in which LSH signifies the term as encompassing U.S.
citizenship grows even more. She sees no necessity to add the signifying adjective “American”
when speaking about these classmates and faculty but simply refers to them as “citizens,” or
those who seem to have all or some of these characteristics: holding a U.S. passport but
potentially with non-American cultural roots, living in the U.S., living the U.S. culture, having a
U.S. cultural mindset, being recognized as a U.S.-American by the faculty who select the
students. At the same time, “citizen” also comes with privileges not granted to “international,”
such as visa-free residencies in the U.S., easier application processes and job opportunities for
students, etc. Citizen becomes thereby very distinct from “international,” the opposite of what
LSH embodies and where she positions herself. As we continue speaking, another aspect comes
up that appears to bridge some of the separation between “them/citizen” and “us/international,”
on the one hand, and yet simultaneously widen it, on the other.
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At college [EAU], we have like many different cultures…we have like the Jewish
Society. They have very—we have many similar things between us. So, they also don’t
eat pork. They don’t—they have some restrictions, food restrictions like dairy products. I
think they don’t drink.
LSH tells me that she has learned about Jewish practices from one of her Jewish classmates
whom she considers “not like them,” referring to the other “citizen” classmates. Their
relationship is a special one, because LSH discovered they “have like many, many similarities
between our religion and his,” so much so that he is the only citizen classmate who does not ask
many questions about her cultural and religious practices, “because he knows. He has the same
in his [religion].” Because of their commonalities, they have come to the mutual practice that “if
he asks me a question, I’m going to ask him like the same” to see how far their cultural and
religious practices overlap. This contact differs greatly from LSH’s other classmates, though, and
when I ask her what kinds of questions she receives from them, she waves her flat hand up and
down for emphasis: “a lot, a lot.” Despite the fact that “they had like some Arab girls before us
[in the program],” the citizen residents’ questions about LSH’s culture and religion are abundant
and not always “logical” or “reasonable,” as she points out:
Like our religion. “Why do you do this?” “Why do you wear your, you know, your
scarf?” They ask something about, “Why don’t you eat like—drink alcohol?” “You don’t
eat pork?” About the culture like, “Why do you have drivers?” “Why don’t you drive in
Saudi Arabia?” So, they have many question marks. Yeah, they ask a lot.
Providing a straightforward answer is not always easy, she says. Though some of her
“colleagues, they don’t ask that much. Maybe they think I’m not comfortable with answering
anything,” there are others whose questions are very “deep” and personal. I’m curious about the
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specific questions, and LSH shares with me a particularly intense conversation she had with an
inquisitive classmate:
He started the conversation by asking me about my family. How strict are—like he was
asking me, “Is it allowed for you to talk to guys?” [laughter] So, this was like his first
question. And like, “Are you allowed to touch your—guys” and, you know, he was
asking like these—some silly questions I believe. And then he asked me like, “If you
had—like, is it okay with your family if you had an American boyfriend?” He started to
go deeper, like, “How open-minded are your family?” And, “Are you able to talk to
guys?” Hmm, so yeah, I tried to talk to him because we also have other Saudis who are
like older than me in the program, and I think he was comparing us. So, that’s why he
was—because the other guy, he was more conservative. And he said like, “I can see that
other guy, he’s conservative and he has some restrictions. So I just want to know, are you
like strict like him or is your family like more open-minded?” So, yeah.
I sit quite literally with my mouth open, my mind invaded by concepts of lewd inappropriateness,
cultural insensitivity, male privilege, essentializing, infantilizing, and equalizing. With these
questions, her colleague attempts to pinpoint her on the binary scale of cultural conservatism
and open-mindedness of Saudi culture practices. Ethnic differences, cultural and religious
habits, and gender customs are flattened into a two-dimensional object that can be quickly
identified, made known, understood, judged. At the same time, LSH becomes simultaneously
gendered and genderless in these questions: “Are you allowed to talk to guys?” locates her as
the impassive, oppressed female object in a presumed Saudi Muslim patriarchy; simultaneously,
she loses her gender when she is equalized to her male Saudi colleague by the question “are you
like…him?” Gender is no longer the most important signifier in this line of questioning; instead,
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it’s her Saudi-ness that is central and up for interrogation with an implication that “you people
are all the same, right?” When Spivak (1993/2009) writes about the centric spaces in which the
margin is made to identify itself, made to be known, made to become comprehensible, I imagine
these types of questions that compare the “margin-ness” to how and how much it deviates from
the values held and practiced by the center. Upon asking her how she feels about these
questions, LSH’s answer takes me by surprise:
I was okay. I didn’t have a problem because I expected to have such questions from
people. Like many people think that I won’t be comfortable with that. I know that this
guy—especially this guy—he’s so curious and he likes to know like more of everything,
what’s going on. And so I accepted it from him.
While she adds laughingly “I don’t get angry easily,” she also states quite firmly that “the
questions he asked—it was not reasonable. Not logical.” Hoping she would elaborate on what
she perceives reasonable questions, I ask her if or how she wished her classmate had phrased his
questions differently:
I mean, if he asked more about our religion, for example that would be like logic—more
logic. Maybe some rules, “Why do you do this?” “Why do you do that?” Some like rules
in our religion, that would be more reasonable. But he was asking things, I think it was
silly like comparing people to each other. Like, you know that in every culture there are
people and different attitudes, different personalities, and there is good people, bad
people. So, you cannot compare people and then blame it on their culture or blame it on
their religion.
Instead of ending the conversation with her classmate’s illogical questions and silly comparisons
at this point, though, LSH tells me she continued her explanations to him about what it means to
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be a Saudi Muslim woman by showing him the gradations of cultural and religious traditions and
the origins of these practices:
I told him that there are like some—it depends on like how were you raised, your family,
are they strict, they’re not, they’re open-minded. I told him that there are some areas
where like they are more strict than other areas. He says that he’s confused because he
say, “I can see some Saudi girls who are covered from head to toe and others like going
to the beach.” [laughter] And so he said, “Like I’m confused because I can see the
extremities.” So, I told him everywhere he can see people—more conservative people
and the people who are not conservative at all. That’s not—shouldn’t be something to
confuse you. Something normal, I think so.
I try to understand how LSH’s conversational partner is seemingly attempting to fill the
catachrestic metaphor of “Saudi woman” with a singular meaning that can be representative of
a large group of women. He locates the women he has encountered at polar opposites on a scale
of cultural conservatism and tries to somehow reconcile how a Saudi woman can be both
“covered from head to toe” and “going to the beach.” While these two poles are in fact not
mutually exclusive – Saudi women do go to the beach “covered from head to toe” – it is this
forced homogeneity the man is trying to create, ironing out bothersome creases that may trouble
a smooth, straightforward understanding. Seeing LSH sitting across from me, with her beige
baggy sweater, her dark boot-cut jeans, brown flats, and the knitted hat from under which stray
hairs escape, I can only wonder where he would locate her in his assessment: as a spokesperson
for other Saudi women; as not very representative; as an insider who has escaped her
conservative shackles; as a “bad Saudi woman” who is neither in abaya nor in a bikini? In this
conversation, “the Saudi woman’s” ethnic identity, and in extension LSH’s ethnic identity,
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becomes only validated (Spivak, 1993/2009) through her citizen classmate’s equilibrated
understanding of what a Saudi woman is and how she “does” Saudi cultural and religious
customs properly. As LSH tells me more stories of conversations with her classmates, we move
seamlessly from cultural questions to challenges to her religious practices.
Proper Muslim Women
One of my colleagues was asking, “Why do you cover your hair?” So, I was trying to
convince and tell him what’s the main purpose. Hmm, he wasn’t convinced still. He said
that, “if you don’t want to have attention on you, there are many other ways. But now by
covering your hair, you’re having more people and more attention because you’re
covering your hair. So, it’s not doing the purpose you are doing it for.”
In this conversation LSH says she explained to him the different cultural perceptions of covering
the hair in the U.S. and Saudi Arabia. Though he might think LSH draws more attention to
herself because her covering is the exception rather than the norm, thereby defying her purpose
of covering her hair at all, she says in Saudi Arabia she is the norm: “Maybe here [in the U.S.]
it’s weird, but back in our country, if you didn’t cover, that’s the thing that would be weird.”
Instead of following this line of thought, though, she says he evaded it and instead challenged,
“Why do I see some Saudis covering and some Saudis are not? Some Muslims are covering and
some Muslims are not?” which LSH explains by reference to the diversity of people’s cultures,
religious understandings and practices: “In every religion there are people who are conservative,
people who are following rules, people who are not. It’s not only our culture. It happens in every
religion and in every culture.”
As in the previous passage about Saudi women’s overall clothing, the classmate appears
to make sense of how or what a Muslim woman is depending on whether or not she covers her
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hair. Instead of asking about Islamic practices in general, though, he challenges the consistency
in the practice and how, in his view, its purpose is not translatable into U.S. culture. In this
conversation, his hierarchical dominance is expressed in the position he assumes in his
assessment of LSH’s religious reasoning and his more knowledgeable position of how LSH may
or may not blend into the Gamuston social environment. On a horizontal basis, he expresses
dominant views on the general inconsistencies in Saudi/Muslim women’s religious practices. All
the while, LSH has to answer to his challenges as the representative of Islam and the Saudi
culture, despite her attempts to explain that what he experiences as religious inconsistencies are
simply the wide range of diversities present “in every religion and in every culture.” When LSH
says that “sometimes they’re not convinced,” it illustrates that these conversations are not
intended to further the conversational partners’ knowledge about her Islamic beliefs, but that her
classmates require conviction of the appropriateness and logic in LSH’s religious practices.
Ironically, LSH is turned into the “object-who-defends-herself” (Mohanty, 2003), not against the
omnipotent Arab male perpetrator, but the Western male gaze, the self-appointed judge of
cultural and religious appropriateness. Throughout these examples, LSH and I laugh – for relief,
in disbelief, with annoyance, in mutual recognition – and our laughter increases when she tells
me about her conference travels with two female “citizen” classmates.
I stayed with two of my colleagues in the same place, so when they used to have dinner at
night and then they used to drink, they thought that—they were asking me, “Do you
want? Shall we bring you a drink?”
Even though the two women knew that LSH does not drink, “they were thinking that even if I
wasn’t allowed, but I can do it just behind the scenes.” Instantaneously, LSH and I burst out in
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laughter and I cannot but add, “Nobody will know, insha’Allah.”2 She explains, “They thought
that I wanted to drink, but I wasn’t allowed [laughter], so they were trying to make it easier for
me to drink.” I ask LSH why the women may have thought she needed reprieve from her
religious restrictions, and she thinks that one of them may not be allowed to drink in her own
religion, but does regardless, and may be reflecting her situation onto LSH: “she thought that I’m
in the same—that I want to drink but because I’m not allowed.”
In this short scenario, I see the necessity of the intersectional and Third World feminisms
I discussed in my second chapter. The previous conversations were held with a male classmate
who thought to question LSH about Saudi culture and Islam. This particular incident with the
female classmates, however, is reminiscent of a presumed all-encompassing oppression of Saudi
women under Islamic code and patriarchal practice (Mohanty, 2003). In Spivak’s concept of
marginality, LSH is recognized by her classmates as inhabiting a subaltern space (Spivak, 1988),
void of agency or the ability to move beyond Islamic traditions, which the classmate believes can
be remedied through her help. In our interview, LSH meets this benevolent (and possibly
unintentionally neo-imperial) notion of “sisterhood” with laughter and irony. In conversations
with her classmates, though, LSH says, “I try my best to keep it simple and try to make it clear
for them.” She insists to “always make sure to differentiate between religion and culture,” and I
see how LSH’s membership in Saudi social cultures is inadvertently part of Muslim cultures as
well because of the way in which Islam is woven into every aspect of private and public cultural
customs in everyday life. Since she now inhabits a space in which Islam is not a central aspect of
society, I ask what has changed for her in Gamuston.

2

Transl.: God willing. The irony of this remark is the contradiction between concealing actions
considered religiously prohibited from the omnipotence of God.
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Responsibility
LSH tells me it is neither her religious understandings nor her cultural viewpoints that
have changed, but it is the practicalities of living alone that have shaped her personalities: “I
think I’m more responsible. Like I’m the only one, especially at home, cleaning, washing, all of
this stuff that I didn’t used to do before.” With household responsibility comes the realization
that “if I didn’t do it, no one else is going to do it. So I need to do all of this stuff alone.” Since
having moved to Gamuston, LSH is experiencing a different kind of dependency that she did not
have to worry about much when living with her parents and brothers: “depending on myself
more because I have to do everything.” In her life in Riyadh, she tells me, all LSH had to do was
“focus on my studying and on school. That’s all that I worried about. No bills, nothing to worry
about…There’s always someone who will do everything for me.” But instead of adapting to U.S.
culture, LSH suggests, a Saudi woman studying in Gamuston “has to adapt with herself,” in
order to be able to “live alone and deal with things alone.”
In this last sentence, I understand that for LSH depending on one’s self is not so much a
U.S. cultural characteristic, but it is the U.S. inconvenient circumstances that bring out the
necessity for self-dependency. As she mentioned before when speaking about transportation,
LSH finds herself in a much more restricted situation living in Gamuston without proper public
transport and without a driver than in Saudi Arabia. In the matter of chores and responsibilities
of running a household, LSH finds herself in a similar predicament. In the absence of the maids
who cook and clean in her family home in Riyadh, LSH is forced to take up these tasks herself.
The assumption that all Saudi women are essentially trapped as “domestic (read: backward)”
(Mohanty, 2003, p. 23) is defied by LSH’s explanations of her previous chore-free life and
contrasted to her responsibility-laden one in Gamuston. It would be problematic, though, to
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simply translate cultural customs like having maids, cooks, or drivers into a U.S. context because
these practices are more commonplace and calculated into the monthly spending of middle- and
upper-class families in Saudi Arabia. Because they are the norm, the absence of them turns them
into a luxury item once LSH lives in Gamuston. It is therefore notable that the “liberated Saudi
woman” from a White Western feminist stance (Bulbeck, 1997) has now more gendered
responsibilities and the need to adapt herself to self-dependency when living in Western society.
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Om Talah
Opposite the imperial staircase in the middle of the EAU library leaning against the
balustrade, I read the incoming text message “Hi!! where r u?” I type out my precise location on
the second floor, and just after pressing “send,” I see a woman in a bright-red jacket, black pants,
dark red headscarf, and black shoulder bag make her way up the steps. The woman’s back is
turned to me, but I’m certain it is her when I see her staring down at her cell phone and then
scanning the open space; also, she is the only hijabi woman around. Our eyes lock, I smile, and
she gives me a big wave and grin of recognition as she makes her way toward me. Our rapport is
instantaneous as we make our introductions and she leads me toward a row of smaller study
cubicles and larger conference-type collaboration rooms, the latter in which we make ourselves
comfortable on the plastic chair next the conference table. By now we have learned about our
mutual friends, and Om Talah has begun telling me about her mother’s Syrian roots. Exhilarated
by the flow of information and the excitement with which the woman is speaking, I secretly
scold myself for halting her mid-sentence to get informed consent and her chosen pseudonym.
Om Talah seems to have no patience for the printed words on the consent form, rolls her eyes,
jots down her signature, and, leaning forward closer to me like an accomplice and with wide
bright eyes, continues her story of not being “just” Saudi.
National Identities
“I’m double personality in my country. Really I have double personality sometimes
because even I do not look like Saudis. I know I don’t look like Saudi, so in Saudi [Arabia] they
told me they think that I am not Saudi.” Om Talah tells me growing up in Jeddah was a difficult
time when she was the only Saudi girl in the school. Her classmates, “all of them not Saudis,”
were from other Arab regions like Palestine, Syria, and Egypt, allowing her to blend in with
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them because of her appearance. During high school, “All of my friends are not Saudi and for
some day, they don’t know that I’m not Saudi. So they start to say a lot of bad things about my
country” because they felt they were among each other. Upon hearing her friends and informing
them about her nationality, instead of getting upset, though, Om Talah says calmly, “I don’t want
to fight. This is your opinion. I’m respecting everything. Maybe they have bad experience or
something.” She is not offended by her friends, though, because there are not only animosities of
non-Saudis toward Saudis, but also vice versa. What also helps is that Om Talah does not see
herself as a representative of all Saudi women: “I’m not going to be all Saudis. I’m going to
represent my morality and the way how my parents raised me. And it’s not all Saudis like this.
So you’re going to know that by the way I’m dealing with you.” And she cannot even present
herself as “pure Saudi” since her mother’s family is Syrian. Growing up, Om Talah visited Syria
regularly during summer breaks as a child. Now, she deliberately plays with her ethnicity and
confides, “Sometimes I like to be Saudi, sometimes I like to be non-Saudi” depending on the
situation and the people she interacts with. “Like, if I want to do something governmental, I’m
Saudi” because she receives preferential treatment by government officials compared to nonSaudis, like when applying for a passport. However, she tells me of an incident at a bazaar in
Saudi Arabia she and her mother visited, where her non-Saudi appearance was more helpful.
Like at open bazaar, they don’t have a stick price, so you can go up and you can [haggle].
Suppose this was $15. I say to my mom, “No, I need like $10.” They said, “Already I did
the discount for you.” So my mom said, “I’m not Saudi. Give me this price.” So he said,
“Yes, I know you’re not Saudi. If you were Saudi, I’d bring this to like $50.”
We both break out in laughter and try to catch our breath. This was not the only time, though, she
played with people’s perceptions of her ethnicity. On a trip to Italy with her husband, who she
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says also appears non-Saudi, they encountered a sketch artist who asked them about their
nationality:
I asked one of the guys for to paint—he’s doing painting. He goes, “Where are you guys
from?” “Egypt.” “Oh, I get my master’s degree in Egypt! How is the place?” I said to my
husband, “Oh my God. What’s going on? Now he thinks I’m from Egypt.”
In between our laughter, I ask Om Talah if she has been to Egypt, and she says emphatically,
“No, I have not!” eliciting even more laughter. Why did they choose this nationality then, I
wonder, and she guesses “I don’t know. Because my—I look like Egyptian.” We return to a
slightly more serious tone when Om Talah tells me that “now, if I get in trouble—nowadays
when people say, “‘Where are you from?’ My husband [says], ‘From Egypt, don’t say you’re
from Saudi.’”
When I look at Om Talah’s face, I quite honestly do not recognize the non-Saudi
appearance in her. When she explains to me the flexibility in her ethnicities, though, it is
reminiscent of my mother’s appearance, who has been perceived by others as everything from
Spanish, Italian, to Azerbaijani, Turkish, and Persian. Putting my theorists to work, I see how
the very context influences the way in which Om Talah chooses to play out her Syrian, Saudi,
non-Saudi or other “personalities,” as she calls them. Looking at hierarchical power dynamics,
she is certainly in a more privileged position when she produced her Saudi ID to government
officials. At the same time, she circumvents the stereotype of the wealthy Saudi, even held among
locals, by claiming her non-Saudi-ness for a lowered price at the bazaar. Outside the Kingdom,
her performance of other cultural origins helps her “pass” as non-Saudi and allows her to avoid
negative associations attached to Saudi nationality and, in turn, detrimental reactions. It is a
space she “cannot not want to inhabit” (Spivak, 1990, p. 206) because it offers her benefits she
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may lose if she does not negotiate her nationalities and gives her the opportunity to rid herself of
certain prejudice and stereotyping. By doing so, Om Talah also resists a static conception of
ethnicity and agentically performs the fluidity of cultural membership and perceptions of
ethnicity.
The significance of this negotiation of privilege may become even more apparent when I
turn around Om Talah’s appearance (as Saudi) and her nationality (as non-Saudi). At the
government office, her preferential treatment would be revoked the moment she produces her
non-Saudi ID and Om Talah would be charged more money by the bazaar seller for his
perception of her as a Saudi. When traveling internationally, though, Sandoval (2000) points me
toward an additional layer of power dynamics, in which the choice of playing up a different
nationality becomes more of an obligation in situations when Om Talah “get[s] in trouble.” At
this moment in our interview, between laughter and sighs, I can only guess the more severe
repercussions of her Saudi nationality in international dominant spaces, but they become clear
when she shares with me an incident that occurred to her during a domestic trip in the U.S.
Traveling Muslims
On the Wednesday before our interview – two days prior –Om Talah was making her way back
to Gamuston from a conference in Orlando. At the TSA checkpoint where her bags and clothes
are scanned, she noticed that something was missing:
I was putting my passport with the boarding pass inside of my passport into my bag. All
my items went through the machine [scanner]. When I passed, I said “Okay, Om Talah,
check your passport.” I can’t find my passport. My passport was in the bag. I found the
boarding pass and it’s like somebody folded. It’s totally folded [crumpled up] and I don’t
have my passport!

138

In these moments of panic, Om Talah tells me she returned to security and asked them “please
try to find it for me” to which the officer replied “Definitely in your bag. Search again.” But even
after multiple searches, she could not locate it and began to cry: “my boarding pass was in the
passport. And I found the boarding pass, but nothing about my passport.” The officer then sent
her away: “Go to the security desk and if they find it, they can call you.” Another 15 minutes
later and she was called by security, “Oh. This is your passport? Take it.” She suddenly
interrupts her story and adds that during her stay in Orlando she opted to wear the turban instead
of the usual hijab, “because in Orlando I always feel they’re not wearing hijab. There’s not a lot
of Muslims” whereas in Gamuston, “a lot of Muslims here…we are not like a stranger.”
However, on the day of the trip, “only the day I was traveling, I wear the hijab like this” and she
motions to the dark red scarf that is neatly draped around her head, neck, and chest. With this
additional information, I immediately wonder if Om Talah thought she was framed by security,
and I inch my way toward the question by asking her about her thoughts during the incident: “I
don’t know. They’ve got the—and all the screens in the airport was talking about the Paris,
Daesh, ISIS. I said, ‘Yeah, I can correlate this with what happened.’” I decide to ask her directly,
in part because I have felt that our rapport was so strong throughout the interview: “Do you think
they were trying to set you up?” to which Om Talah responds with another incident:
I don’t know. Maybe they took the passport and they checked something for someone.
But they did not say anything. Because it’s happened one time in Paris, they took one of
our luggage and they do not say anything. Yeah, just—they just take it and we didn’t
notice until we were going to the gate. And my husband, he said, “I was carrying three
luggage and only two now I have. Where’s the third one?” I said, “I don’t know.” He
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started to search, search, search. And then, they find it in the scanner. They took the
luggage without saying anything.
As compared to Om Talah’s encounters at the governmental office, the bazaar, and on vacation
in Italy, she is directly identified as Saudi (through her passport) and Muslim (through her hijab)
in a situation she cannot escape. She is not able to use her “personalities” to her perceived
advantage. At the bazaar and with the sketch artist, she could have decided to remove herself,
and at the governmental office, she had the benefit of her Saudi ID. In these examples at the
airport, however, she could not opt to not travel or skip security screening. Additionally, this is a
dominant Western space that has in contemporary history been portrayed as and, in fact,
specifically reinscribed as a battleground of Arab/Saudi-rooted/Islamic terrorism. What adds to
the stark contrast between this situation and Om Talah’s occasional performance of ethnic
fluidity is that she is forcefully ethnicized, and stigmatized, with no option of visible critique or
resistance. Countering this treatment could result in additional interrogation, No Fly List-ing,
detention, visa suspension, etc., which the officers appear to be aware of when they take
advantage of Om Talah and her husband’s hierarchically inferior position. As a non-Western
citizen whose first language is not English in a Western militarized space, the officers even play
into Om Talah’s insecurities that she may have caused this vulnerable situation herself by being
negligent of her passport, forgetting her luggage, and, of course, by wearing hijab. In this
powerless, unavoidable position, negotiating ethnic identities is impossible. When Om Talah tells
me about the hijab she chose to wear for her return trip instead of the turban, I can almost hear
regret in her voice, as if a less identifying and politically loaded piece of clothing would not have
triggered the officers’ suspicion.
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With broadcasts of Daesh and the Paris attack playing simultaneously on the airport TV
screens, I ask Om Talah what was going through her head:
I had ISIS on my mind. I’m, “Oh my God. What the hell are they thinking? Oh my God.”
We are suffering because of those stupid people, all Muslims now. We are really afraid
from anybody. Anybody can—if you are Muslim, they can shoot you or do something—
anything. You know with 9/11 it was bad and all the Muslims.
Having faced the misbeliefs about her religion and the open hatred of Muslims after 9/11 before,
Om Talah explains, exhaling audibly, that she has to “start again to fight about Islam and try to
change how to talk with the people when they are not Muslim. How to change their mind.” More
concretely, Om Talah is actually “happy they [Americans] ask questions sometimes because they
have the wrong thought about us.” She says she is aware that there is a belief that ISIS is a
representative of “us” Muslims, but “they are terrorists and they are not represent any kind of
Muslims, and that’s it.”
In our talk, Om Talah explains to me the two fronts on which she is fighting as a Muslim:
Daesh who misrepresent Islam and make all other Muslims suffer for their actions, and the
growing Islamo- and Arabophobia in reaction to ISIS and their portrayal in the Western media
despite the general Western nescience of Islamic religious practices. Om Talah’s anticipation of
a disastrous, helpless, and violent response to the Paris attacks is mirrored in her belief that the
killing of Muslims is openly practiced or at least permissible in the U.S. So this catachrestic
metaphor (Spivak, 1993/2003) of “Muslims,” in which she locates herself, includes an
understanding of collective suffering under Islamophobic perpetrators and ISIS’s
misrepresentation of Islam. She purposefully separates the latter group from the metaphor, and
instead terms ISIS as “those stupid people” whose “thinking” is incomprehensible. The two
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identities of being Saudi and Muslim are inseparable for Om Talah and she tries to change
misconceptions that non-Muslims around her have of Islam. The Saudi part of her identity, too,
she wishes could be rid of misrepresentations, as she tells me next.
Misconceptions of Saudis and Arabs
We feel that most of the people in the world know that, either they know the Saudi
Arabia “Oh, very rich country.” They thought we have the oil with us, that we bring it.
The other—it’s like two parts—the camel country. But there is no camel country.
Om Talah explains that these beliefs are not just expressed by the media outlets, but also by
persons she encounters directly, like the patients she treats in her program at EAU. She adds
“What I’m gonna say? They don’t know” in a tone and shaking head gesture that signals defeat.
Within social media, she is also aware how differently Arab countries and the U.S. are
represented: “The social media, they all represent the U.S. in a very, very good way. Always you
can see social media and TV how they represent the Arab and the Islamic countries in a very
badly.” The U.S. “is really the First worlds” and in the Arab nations “we are the Second one or
something like that.” Since moving to Gamuston and learning more about U.S. culture, however,
Om Talah now “realize[s] the advantages of my country and my Arab,” saying that she has
grown proud of her ethnicity and her country’s accomplishments.
Hearing the polar opposite descriptions of the rich Saudi of the “oil country” and the
undereducated Saudi of the “camel country” promptly points me to Bulbeck’s (1997)
explanation that “Others” can still be essentialized if they find themselves with more than one
stereotype, and even if the stereotypes attached to them are contradictory. Downing and
Husband (2005) asserted that stereotyping is a dynamic process that changes over time and is
greatly influenced by social context. “Camel country” and “oil country” both illuminate the
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intersection between ethnicity, class, and changing media portrayal. The “Other” society is very
notably not awarded the complex dynamics of cultural, economic, and historical diversity,
making the stereotypes mutually exclusive, polar opposites. As Loomba (2005) noted, Middle
Eastern countries were “constructed as barbaric or degenerate;” at the same time, where
Westerners encountered wealth, it was “understood not as lack of civilisation but as an excess of
it, as decadence”(p. 95)
In terms of catachrestic metaphors (Spivak, 1993/2009), Om Talah seems to inhabit both
identities she mentions, collectively as “we” Saudi and “we” Arab. This is significant because
the two are not equated to one another. While Saudi generally signifies persons (or their
parents) in or from Saudi Arabia, Arab is a broader identity that may encompass people who, for
example, speak Arabic, live in an Arab-majority country or community, have similar ancestral
and cultural traditions, identify as Muslims (Sheehi, 2004; Sulaiman, 2007). Phillips (2013)
explained that the Arab identity construct is as much informed by cultural traditions as it is by
the production and reproduction of an Arab national identity of solidarity among Arab people,
“irrespective of the ideological leanings and international alliances of the rulers” (p. 2). Om
Talah references the two metaphors differently. In personal conversations with others she speaks
about Saudi Arabia, while she mentions Arab and Islamic countries through the media’s
representation on a global scale. In this sense, being Saudi could almost signify a personal,
immediate ethnic identity, and being Arab a collective, political one in exchanges with Western
entities. It appears that referring to the collective “Arab and Islamic countries” in Western
media without actually addressing a particular referent (Spivak, 1993/2009) – i.e., one specific
country – makes it easier to lump an undesirable ethnicity and religion into the concept of “the
Second [world] or something like that” without having to actually differentiate between the two.
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Having studied at EAU for some months now, she also learned that there is no need for
U.S. universities to believe that Saudi students are not qualified for the graduate programs they
are accepted into: “They are accepting part of Saudis because they are paying. We are paying
like triple. Yes, our government are paying for triple—more than normal students. Sometimes I
think, ‘Why? We are very good qualified.’ I hate this.” I can detect Om Talah’s outrage and
incredulity from her rushed and raised voice, and our eye contact that she holds intensely. While
she sees good and bad students among both U.S. and Saudi citizens, Om Talah states firmly,
“We are very good and we are very qualified. The issue is not about the money. We deserve
that.” This misconception drives her to be “working hard now, to represent” herself as a good
Saudi student. Even comparing the U.S. and Saudi educational programs to one another, Om
Talah says, “There is a lot of powerful programs” in the Kingdom, and the reason for her to
study abroad is certainly not the lack of educational quality but her requirement as a Saudi
university faculty to obtain a Western certificate. So when she reflects on her cultural exchange,
her feelings are split: “I’m happy to be exposed to other cultures and everything. But I’m not
happy the way they sometimes think about us” Saudis. So, the question she receives from U.S.
students and faculty of “Why’re you coming?” is misplaced, because she as a student is just as
worthy of a graduate position as U.S. students, and adds about the latter, “No, they’re not better
than us.”
I feel Om Talah actively resisting what she refers to as Americans “overshowing their
selves.” I can follow her outrage over U.S. universities’ supremacist self-portrayal and
“American exceptionalism” (Schwarz, 2000, p. 9) eliciting insecurities among Saudi students
like Om Talah experienced before she began her studies at EAU. This position is reinforced by
the practice of charging scholarship programs that support Saudi international students a
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substantially higher tuition than other international and domestic students. U.S. faculty and
administrators are aware of the increased payment, which naturally raises the question whether
Saudi students are only accepted to balance the department’s budget. By requiring Om Talah to
obtain a Western certificate as part of her work contract, her Saudi university becomes complicit
in perpetuating the belief of Western educational superiority. Sandoval’s (2000)
multidimensional power relations are helpful here, because the concept allows for an
exploration of the cyclic reproduction of educational and, in extension, geopolitical hierarchies
by and in both countries (vertically and horizontally). Om Talah’s critique of these beliefs as one
of the students, however, and her efforts to prove her abilities and her worthiness among U.S.
students, add to a deconstructive force from within: while she cannot not be a student in this
program because of her job requirements in Saudi Arabia, she openly resists being positioned as
inferior by “working hard now, to represent” herself (Spivak, 1993/2009). Om Talah’s critique
of U.S. education’s superior self-portrayal, however, does not mean that she is not also aware
and critical of various facets in cultures around Saudi Arabia.
Saudi Restriction and Acceptance
You see here [in the U.S.] a little bit of freedom not in our country. Freedom in
everything. For example, if I want to do it, I can do anything. I can drive. I can bring
everything. I can go to classes. I can do anything with myself, if I want. So, I think this is
broader than my country. [In Saudi Arabia] you need your husband, your father, your
somebody—man—to take care for you or to consent for everything. So it’s a little bit,
there’s a lot of restrictions there for the woman sometimes. It’s getting changed, [but] it’s
not that changed.
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To further explain travel restrictions for women in Saudi Arabia, Om Talah tells me that her
husband has to give consent in her traveling: “you need like my husband to sign like a letter
‘Yes, I am accepting my wife to travel alone,’ and that’s it.” She adds immediately, however,
that while “there’s some very bad areas in Saudi [Arabia where] people get very closed” and
narrow-minded, the culture really depends on the location: “in Riyadh different than Jeddah,
different than the north, different than—yes.” Compared to the conservative capital, Om Talah
describes her hometown of Jeddah “like you stay in New York. It’s like a tourist place and
accepting everything.” The reason for this is, she says, “there’s a lot of nationalities because it’s
like a center where all the pilgrims and all the people came to go to the Mecca and Medina, so
they’re exposed to different cultures.” Especially between the Jeddah and Mecca region, where
“we are not purely Saudis” like her mother as a Syrian and Om Talah with her non-Saudi
appearance, there cannot be a comparison among its locals: “I can’t say that we’re one culture
because between Saudi and Saudis a lot of difference—a lot even in the opinions and everything,
even in the families.”
Om Talah’s insistence that there is no possible way of essentializing Saudi cultures and
reducing the complexities of people’s individual cultures resounds throughout our conversation,
but it is specifically poignant in the above description. She situates herself in the
multiculturalism and open-mindedness of metropolitan Jeddah, particularly because of her
multinational ethnic roots and other people’s perceptions of her as non-Saudi. She even
compares the fluidity of people’s cultural and ethnic idiosyncrasies and the acceptance of these
differences to the continuous flow of arriving and departing people in New York City. The
cultural layers of just one place then, here it is Jeddah, are so multitudinous that they create a
complex construct of Saudi as an ethnic group in the private and the public sphere.
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Culturally, Om Talah and her family exist in between the changing and interacting
cultures of the public/private Saudi (Spivak, 1993/2009) and in the local/global non-Saudi
(Sandoval, 2000). The strong influence of gender, too, determines how Om Talah experiences
her belonging to the Saudi culture and how she experiences agency. In Saudi Arabia as a
woman, she is required to obtain consent from a “mahram” to attend university classes and to
travel internationally on her own. Significant is that the latter Saudi regulation that extends past
the national borders of the Kingdom (“there”) into U.S. culture (“here”; Sandoval, 2000) for
Om Talah. In this hybrid space, she is at the same time very specifically a Saudi woman traveler
but has also rid herself of the formal marker of her gender that disallows her autonomous
border-crossing mobility. Meanwhile, as the Saudi regulations are “getting changed,” Om Talah
can openly critique the Saudi system’s constraints from her position as a Saudi national outside
the Kingdom. Relief and a loosening of traditional mindsets, she argues, can come from
exposure to diverse cultures. To her surprise, she even noticed changes in how her male Saudi
classmates interacted with her as “el ghorba…fil gharb” – foreign in the West.
El ghorba in Gamuston
Though all Saudis at EAU support each other in their educational pursuits, Om Talah has
“some comment on the men Saudis here.” In her words:
I don’t know. The way they are thinking is totally different when they are in Saudi.
Really. Here I can talk with them freely and they really very respect us, even if some of
the girls there are not wearing hijab or something like that. In Saudi, “oh” they gonna
talk.
When she tells me about Saudi men who would talk about a non-hijabi woman in Saudi Arabia,
hypothetically, Om Talah raises her hand to her mouth to mimic gossiping or talking behind
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someone’s back. In Saudi Arabia, “the whole culture” and “even our parents, they are not gonna
accept” intermingling of men and women. In Gamuston, however, where “we are like a stranger
here,” called “el ghorba” in Arabic, she says, “we need to support each other in order to help
each other.” That includes spending time inside and outside the school, because here “it’s like we
are sister and brothers.” She explains,
now if I want something I can talk to all my colleagues. “Ahmed,3 please I need this,”
which is in Saudi I’m not going to pick up the phone and say. And even their wives, they
accept that. Even my husband, when he came here in the summer, he met all my
colleagues, he said “Okay, take care for Om Talah. I trust you. You’re like my brother
and this is your sister.”
Even her classmate’s wife called Om Talah, she recalls, to ask her to take care of her husband
and spend time with him because he might find himself lonely. “They’re like really my family
here,” she smiles, even though she knows that “when we gonna return back, it’s different.”
I try to make sense of the particularities of these intimate friendships and think about
their enabling circumstances. In Om Talah’s explanation, the friendships are limited in time to
the duration of her stay, connected to a specific location, and experienced through shared
positionalities. Being “el ghorba” together in Gamuston and outside Saudi Arabia allows the
students to transcend Saudi traditional gendered relationships, and even garner support from
spouses and family. Interestingly, the adjective “ghorba” and the noun “ghareeb” (foreigner)
are derived from the word “gharb,” meaning the geographical direction West. Quite literally,
the students are foreigners who have traveled to the Western world from the East. The changes
Om Talah observes in her relationships with Saudi male students do not, however, occur because
of her changing viewpoints. She describes these transformed relationships instead with her male
3

pseudonym
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classmates “totally different” thinking, which is also shown in their respect for women without
hijab. This could be understood as a critique of both the cultural practice of gender segregation
in Saudi Arabia and the men’s behavior that is informed by and that reinforces these practices.
Their “thinking” seems to be ultimately tied to their own location in- or outside Saudi customs,
because, as Om Talah foresees, “when we gonna return back, it’s different.” Time and location
are both interconnected and inform the type of female-male friendships of the students: The
intimacy is only temporary and marked by their collective position in the “foreign West” and
their simultaneous “outside-ness” of Saudi national cultural regulations.
While not all interactions are subject to transformation, Om Talah does need to reconcile
situations in which Western customs and male intimacy are unexpectedly imposed on her.
Fatwa of Touching
Now I’m shaking [hands]. It’s okay. Some sheikh, sometimes they said, “it’s okay,
because it’s not the emotional touching and just taking it.” Sometimes they said, “No, it’s
private.” Sometimes, if you’re not shaking, it’s like they take it as an offense for them.
Om Talah tells me of a friend in Gamuston who excused herself from shaking a strange man’s
hand and who was rudely reminded, “If you want to be here, you must shake the hands.” She
herself has not been confronted after excusing herself from physical touch with men, but tells me
of two instances in which she was taken by surprise by her U.S. faculty and classmate. Just last
week, one of Om Talah’s professors approached her and, as Om Talah explains, “He’s trying to
hug me now.” In this situation she rationed, “Okay, you’re my doctor. What can I say? Say no?
No, he’s going to hate me.” When she told her husband about the incident, she attempted to
lessen the significance by describing the professor as “like my father—he’s very old, like 60 or
more.” Nevertheless, her husband was furious with her for “accepting” to be hugged. While the
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way in which she tells the story of their phone conversation has us both in tears from laughing,
she offers more seriously that if she had excused herself, “he’s going to hate me. He’s my doctor
and he’s in the program. I’m going to mess up all my years with that. I can’t do it.” So when she
ran into one of her male American classmates at last week’s conference and he hugged her “in
front of all Saudi residents,” Om Talah froze. Luckily, the other Saudis told her to “forget about
it, it’s just one time,” and reassured her that they “understand that it’s nothing,” leaving Om
Talah unworried. Of course I ask her what her husband said this time, and she jumps up in her
seat dramatically, saying “No, I did not tell him that time! Imagine I told him. Oh my God!” and
we both fall into fits of laughter.
Compared to the transformation of the emotional friendships with her male Saudi
colleagues, the physical touch in a hug with faculty and classmates elicits a different reaction in
Om Talah. In these instances the two men are U.S. Americans, not Saudi, and both caught her by
surprise with their embrace. Instead of removing herself from the situation, though, Om Talah is
posed with the dilemma of either excusing herself or enduring the hug and “getting over it” with
a religious assurance that the physical touch does not bear sensual sentiment. In the case of her
professor, he is also her father’s age. However, she herself points out the power relation of the
men’s superiority, which by rejecting the hug could elicit a negative treatment by them and an
unpleasant atmosphere in the program. Since being rejected by faculty could have further
repercussions for Om Talah’s work in Saudi Arabia (through rumor or reputation), the power
relations are not solely contained to the hierarchies of the U.S. institution but can be expanded
transnationally (Sandoval, 2000). The in-between-ness of cultures and transnational effects can
also be observed in the confrontation Om Talah has with her husband. In his view, her nonresistance to the hugs signifies her acceptance of a strange man touching her and her
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transgression of female-male relations. The gendered dilemma she finds herself then in is to
please either of the men, with no prioritization of her own preferences or beliefs. To avoid future
fights with her husband about situations she cannot not refuse (Spivak, 1993/2009), she chooses
to simply not bring it up, and is supported by like-minded Saudis who understand the social
context and hierarchies very well.
Quite interesting is that Om Talah mentioned multiple times during our conversation that
both students and faculty are well aware of Saudis – who make up seven out of the nine students
in the program – and aspects of Saudi culture, because they “know we’re here, so they’re not
entering” controversial conversations about, for example, politics. And yet, the awareness of
Saudi boundaries of physical contact through hugs or handshakes or the cognizance that it may
not be appropriate is not given. This cultural unawareness and the open hugs could have easily
led to Om Talah’s social marginalization in the Saudi community, had her surrounding not been
understanding of her dilemma. Through our conversation I am beginning to understand how Om
Talah uses calculated compromises when negotiating cultural differences and mis-/nonunderstandings. And, as she continues to tell me, she has had some serious practice in
negotiating her varying roles as a member in the Saudi culture.
Juggling Social Roles
During her work at the university in Jeddah and now as a student at EAU in Gamuston,
Om Talah has been inhabiting various social roles that do not always complement each other. As
she has mentioned before, she had to apply to study abroad in order to obtain a graduate
certificate from a U.S. university “or they’re going to fire me from my work.” Although studying
abroad was an imperative mandate for her professional career, this is not accepted for a Saudi
woman in all Saudi circles. Om Talah was caught in between professional and social norms and
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expectations. Similarly, she tells me of the challenges she faced after she was married. Since she
had been married for several years, social norms, as well as her husband, expected her to have a
child, so she was “in between to complete my education and the other is to have baby.” She says
the decision to “balance between my marriage and between my education” was not a point of
discussion: “I like both and I don’t want to lose either thing.” So, after trying to conceive for a
while, unsuccessfully, Om Talah explains to me her practical considerations:
My husband’s not going to accept this [studying abroad without having had a child] and
if I start my program I can’t be pregnant for three years. So I’m thinking, “Yes, I’m going
to be old and he’s going to be old. When are we going to have kids—after four or five
years? That’s not a good choice.” So, I decided to go with the IVF.
Just as she was invited to interview with U.S. universities and after several painful attempts at
IVF treatment, Om Talah found out she was pregnant: “When I came here for interview, I was
pregnant, nobody knows. I told them. ‘No, I’m not pregnant.’” This answer to the faculty
committee catches me off guard and I ask her if she was asked about it specifically, to which she
responds, “In interviews—some of the other universities—they asked me, ‘Your husband, what’s
he going to do?’ ‘Are you going to have a baby?’ And all this was very strange, yes.” Taken
aback, I tell her that these types of personal questions are illegal in graduate school interviews, to
which she just shrugs, “I don’t know at that time.” Now, living apart as an international student
while her daughter and husband live with Om Talah’s mother, she ascertains, “I know it’s
difficult but I need also to reach my goal and finish” the degree to maintain her job in Saudi
Arabia. Her husband, a surgeon in Jeddah, does not have the option to simply move as a spouse
without pursuing a degree, and living with her daughter in Gamuston is also not an option
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because of her study hours: “we finish at 9 or 7 sometimes. That’s very late and the daycare, they
said the maximum, 6 o’clock.”
The various roles Om Talah is juggling, between being a daughter, a wife, a mother, a
student, a non-Saudi and Saudi, a Muslim, a “ghareeba fil gharb,” underscores the complexities
of her overlapping identities. Locating ethnic identity and cultural belonging(s) within this
assemblage is complicated by the local social and the global political dynamics that are at play.
The pressure to obtain a U.S. degree, to fulfill the role as mother with her husband and local
community, to not be a mother in the U.S. institution, to care for a child with physical closeness,
to care for her family by maintaining a job, to please her husband as a good partner… all these
roles are at once social, political, gendered, and in need of negotiation. Mohanty (2003) called
to de-homogenize understandings of Arab and Muslim women as oppressed, and instead observe
“the specific practices within the family that constitute women as mothers, wives, sisters, and so
on.” (p. 28). Not only are the roles overlapping and simultaneously occurring, their performance
can differ greatly depending on familial expectations, social requirements, and the woman’s own
wishes and needs. Interestingly, while “the East” receives frequent backlash from Western
societies over the barbaric removal of women’s liberties and autonomy (Loomba, 2005), the
faculty committees Om Talah interviewed with reduce her to a child-bearing wife.
In Spivak’s (1993/2009) concept of marginality, the ability for Om Talah to negotiate
these roles at all, indicates that there is privilege to her positionalities: she is an Arab woman
who has become part of the Western teaching machine and has found a place in the margin of
the center in which she can both inhabit and critique the different facets of her cultural
environments. As the inappropriate questions of her interviewing faculty and the disregard of
daycare centers over women’s working hours seem to indicate, though, Om Talah may always
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find herself in a position in which her academic abilities and commitments are questioned and
her dedication as a wife and mother are scrutinized and judged, regardless of East or West.
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Sara
“I think I’m in front of the wrong house. They all look the same,” I tell Sara through my
phone and look up and down the street in her apartment community. Then two doors farther, I
see a patio light switch on and an extended arm waving in my direction. I rush over to escape the
numbing cold of the wind and rush through the door that has been left ajar for me. Standing in
front of me is Sara, wearing a White laced knee-long dress and matching White flats; her long
dark-brown hair is in an artistically pinned up ponytail. She folds me in a tight hug and places
one kiss on my left and two on my right cheek, taking away some of my self-consciousness of
clearly being underdressed. As we reach the top of the stairs, a woman whom Sara introduces to
me as her mother extends both her arms in greeting, takes me by the hand, and leads me to the
living room sofa in front of which a table is filled with dates, nuts, cakes, and other delicacies. In
the following 10 mins, I am served coffee, fed, given a heartwarming lesson in Saudi culinary
traditions, and made to feel like a long-lost family member. As the mother excuses herself and
leaves the living room, Sara and I go over the consent form and her choice for a pseudonym, and
she begins the interview with how she chose Gamuston for her studies, or rather how she did not
choose Alabama.
Location and Safety
“Yeah, first I wanted it to be in a safe city. That’s safe and I said, you know, there’s like
Alabama? So in these cities, I don’t want to apply—in Alabama.” Sara explains to me that she
has heard of several incidents in which Saudi students were killed, injured, or threatened. When I
ask her to tell me more about what she considers safe and unsafe places, she says, “I mean, the
records about a city, what’s not about a city. Like Michigan, I know it’s not safe. Like, I’m not
sure about Tennessee. Is it safe? Because I’ve heard that they are not very safe, yeah?” I reply
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that safety in Tennessee would really depend on the location and illustrate it with the two vastly
different areas I lived at in Memphis, to which she responds, “I’ve heard that one Saudi guy I
think was killed in Tennessee,” and my eyes widen in surprise. She continues, “also here in
Gamuston they say that the downtown, it’s not very safe, but relatively safe than other places like
Michigan, and Chicago.” The prospective of living abroad on her own had Sara weigh carefully
where she wanted to spend the next couple of years. Another incident she heard on the news
springs to her mind and she adds, “Last week or the week before in the U.K., one Saudi—one
Muslim woman, they pushed her under the train.” While she doesn’t know the motive for the
attack, Sara muses, “I mean, was it because of hijab or maybe because of something else?” So I
ask her if she is concerned for her safety, to which she responds,
Sometimes we hear that they don’t like Muslims. They don’t like hijab. But I haven’t met
it. Everyone is kind with us. No one give us a bad time about this. But I’ve heard that
sometimes it’s, they follow—it’s scary to be wearing hijab here in America, but also in
U.K. or anywhere. I don’t know what will happen.
In light of the attacks in Paris, Sara tells me she is somewhat concerned about her whereabouts in
the U.S., because she does not know “how it’s going to affect us because they [Daesh] are
representing Islam when they’re not.” Her voice seems to change from a slower, concerned
cadence to a more upbeat, brighter tone when she explains that people have not confronted her
about being Muslim, but “sometimes it’s scary. Sometimes we think it’s scary. It is in my mind.”
When I first met Sara, I noticed her attention for detail and orderliness, mainly in
contrast to my own occasional messiness. Therefore, when she tells me she consulted other
people about their experiences, followed the media about Saudis abroad, and checked criminal
census reports online to ensure the safety of a location before applying to a program, I am not
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particularly surprised. What I notice is that she seems to speak about two different forms of
safety: in a more general sense, she asks me, a non-hijabi blond pink-skinned woman, how I
would assess Tennessee as she did Michigan and Alabama. In a more specific sense, she relates
attacks on people who were identified as Arab and/or Muslim to the degree of safeness in a
place. This means that there is an overall safety for all people recorded in the census and the
general news, and there is a specific safety concern for people with specific appearances,
clothing, and perceived ethnicities. In my second chapter, I made a point to distinguish between
ethnicity and race, and am reminded of its necessity here, since clearly Sara and I may in certain
situations not experience the same threats to our safety despite our comparably pinkish skin and
religious beliefs. Did I choose or avoid Memphis because of my ethnic identity? No. Did my
husband and I choose Tennessee over Kentucky because of his? Yes. Saudi women may now have
the opportunity more than ever to study abroad alone and to choose among a variety of locations
and schools. That does not mean, however, that old powers of misconception about “Others”
and stereotypical media representations of Arabs and Muslims are not restricting these actual
choices. However, the generalization of states into safe and unsafe places as Sara does can also
be unnecessarily restricting, necessitating local communities and universities to extend their
help, support, and earnest invitations to Muslim and Arab students and make safety reports
available to potential students. The question remains, though, if these reports and outreach
attempts would balance incidental and systemic harassment of, attacks on, and murders of Arab
students that Sara and her peers see in the news.
In Sara’s concerns are mirrored what Schwartz et al. (2010) assert when they write that
“migration does not occur at random” (p. 241). In Sara’s case, she was well prepared to make
deliberate choices of a geographical location and suitable university. Despite ample
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preparations, however, she tells me she was taken by surprise when it was time for the actual
departure from her family.
Expectations and Saudis in Gamuston
Before she moved to Gamuston, Sara’s expectations of living alone were very different
from what she ultimately experienced: “I expected it to be easier and I expected to like
everything I’d be doing, everything as my own, be more independent, I mean, not dependent like
home.” To ease the anticipated pain of living apart from her mother, father, and four younger
siblings, “the whole family came with me just for the summer vacation” to stay in Gamuston
before school started. As she recounts the various attempts for them to return to Riyadh and her
first attempts to live on her own, she interrupts herself with bouts of giggles:
The plan was they would go back home. But when I started to cry and I want to stay with
them, so my mom stayed. And the plan was to stay for one month. And then my brother
came here for vacation. He came here for 10 days and the plan was she would go with
him.
After the failure of the third plan and five months later, Sara says, dusting off her hands in the
expressive way of “khalas,”4 her mother “stayed again because I needed her.” Despite her
carefully crafted plans, even her intention of exploring other cultures in her everyday life did not
work out as she had thought:
When I came here, I wanted to be—I don’t want to be in Arab culture. I wanted different,
I wanted to change. I mean, I wanted to see and to get to know them more, the
Americans, the other societies, even the Chinese, any. But when I came here, I was
looking for Arabs. I wanted my country; I missed it.

4

Transl.: enough
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Here she laughs out loud and tells me in a mock-pleading voice, “I mean, I was not looking for
them. But when I find them, I was happy. Yeah, this is Arabs.” In fact, when she was looking
into a specific housing community and “they told me that it’s all Saudis, and it’s all Arabs,” she
purposefully chose for another area where she knew to be no other Saudi families. “I wanted to
meet another people, another cultures,” and she says that with other Saudis “you don’t have
privacy.” She adds that there are certain habits in Saudi culture she wants to avoid: “I like Saudi
Arabia. I like our habits. I’m used to it, but some of them are very conservative to the way it’s
annoying—some. It’s a very rare community.” Consequently, Sara turned down apartment
options because of conservative Saudi families living there. Curious to see what these
“annoying” habits mean to her, I ask and she explains:
Some families or some people, they want female alone and males alone. They don’t want
to see each other. Even if you’re wearing hijab, they don’t want you to talk to their
husband or their brothers or to their family. I know one of the families; the husband
doesn’t want the guys to see her wife with him because she’s wearing hijab, because
she’s not covering her face.
The second issue for Sara is that within these communities she would not have much privacy
because there are families “curious about how you’re a Saudi girl living alone—abroad. Like if
you do anything, they would know it and they will ask until…” and lets this sentence trail off.
Having the option of surround herself with other Saudis at her own convenience – not the
obligation to meet them because of physical proximity – is a very important aspect for her that
keeps her from homesickness: “You feel more home. You feel you’re not strange, you’re not
very strange. Even when you are surrounded by them [other Saudis], they know your culture.”
She offers me the insight that “we have a lot of variations in our culture because maybe Saudi
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Arabia is very big” and families come to Gamuston and its suburbs from all over the Kingdom.
And for women to travel and study abroad on their own, she remarks, “our culture it’s getting
more popular now, but it’s not very normal.”
When Sara tells me these stories, I can almost feel how she tries to live out her plans of
studying abroad on her own and learning about new cultures, but keeps gravitating back toward
Saudis who preserve the familiarity of the culture she knows. Because she is critical of certain
conservative Saudi customs, she physically resists them by setting herself apart geographically.
And yet, the option remains to gather and spend time with them if she wishes. Her frustrations
are concerned with more conservative families imposing their cultural habits onto other Saudis
who may not share their customs, mainly the mixing of genders. In the first example, a Saudi
family reprimands the woman for talking to one of their male family members, despite her
wearing hijab and being perceived as religiously more conservative. In the second example, a
husband prohibits other men from seeing his wife’s face because she does not cover it. By
enforcing these informal rules, these families reenact the social separation of men and women as
it is commonly practiced in Saudi Arabia, creating a subgroup within the Saudi community.
However, if a considerable number of Saudis follow this stream of thinking and acting, then Sara
and others who have less traditional customs could actually be positioned as the margin of the
community (Spivak, 1993/2009). Particularly for an unmarried woman, this may exclude her
from certain social gatherings in which couples meet and then separate into groups of women
and men. As a single Saudi woman living abroad, she may be perceived as too Westernized. Her
interactions with these male relatives may be read as overstepping “natural boundaries,” or
even as cunning; because, as Sara remarks, in “our culture…it’s not very normal” for women to
study abroad alone. Therefore, having her family, and later her brother and mother, stay with
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her for an extended period of time is very beneficial. It allows Sara to reproduce certain customs
specific to her own family inside her home in Gamuston, create a space of comfort and
familiarity, and overcome feelings of loneliness and isolation. And she needs this familiar space,
because as she tells me now, her family is unlike other Saudi families.
Mahram5 and Open-mindedness
In Saudi Arabia, the cultural variations are “very, very big and you have different ways
between people. Some of them are very open-minded. Some of them, they don’t let their female
member to go outside the country alone.” One of her friends, she tells me, who wanted to study
abroad for a U.S. certificate, was not permitted to travel by her parents, unless “she can go with
one of her brothers or when she gets married.” So she became a general practitioner in her field
because she was unable to further specialize. Other families, “they didn’t accept their daughters
to study in like medical or dental student,” because they knew their daughters would be working
alongside women and men in Saudi universities and hospitals. Outside of work in family
gatherings, some families “don’t sit together – females alone, males alone. They don’t see each
other. Cousins, they don’t see each other sometimes, at least the majority of the families.” Sara
tells me with a grin that as a result sometimes “you can find two cousins – male and female –
they don’t know each other. Only, they know their cousins by name, but he never saw her face.”
Her family, though, does not follow customs of gender-separation: “We’re different. We sit
together. Some of us wear hijab, some of us not. Some of us covering their face. Everyone do
whatever he—she wants.” While Sara says she does not mind if other families follow these
customs, she does not appreciate when “they don’t like you not to do it, so they blame you if
you’re not doing it.” Here she is referring to some families in Gamuston who “will judge you and
they will say, ‘She’s open-minded.’” This negative connotation of the description intrigues me,
5

See the section on operational definitions for an explanation.
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so I ask Sara to tell me more about how she thinks conservative families use it: “When they say
an open-minded, they mean it’s a bad thing. It means she’s—especially for females—they say
she’s doing whatever she wants and this is not good for them.” Since the majority of Saudis hold
the understanding that rules need to be followed and men and women should be “completely
separated,” Sara’s family “is not very much like Saudis. They consider us open-minded.” She
puts a big smile on her face and leans forward, when she tells me excitedly how happy she is
about her own family relations:
We’re very much related to our family—cousins, uncles. Always every week, we meet in
the weekend and we know each other, we help each other in everything. We do
everything together. Our culture, we stay until we die together.
But her laughter at the end changes into a more reflective expression: “So, that’s maybe why I’m
not very representative.” I try to get a better sense of how Sara thinks of this difference, so I ask
her what would make her family open-minded in her view, to which she responds:
A lot of us studied abroad in the U.K. or U.S. A lot of my family—my cousins, my
uncles—a lot of them did either undergrad or postgrad. So, I think we’re open. We have
friends from everywhere, so I think we’re open. We work also in communities that’s
female and male. This is in Saudi Arabia. It was [emphasis] not common, but now it’s
much more common that we work together. It’s not separate, so I think we’re getting
open more now.
Despite the differences in customs in Riyadh and in Gamuston, she says about the more
conservative families, “But I understand them. I know what they do, what they think.” And at the
same time, Sara is very well aware that “they think we’re very different, we’re very weird.”
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The separation between “us” versus “them” is quite clearly stated in Sara’s narrative on
conservative families in the Kingdom and those who transport gender-specific practices to
Gamuston. In all examples Sara shares, the dividing factors are gender-related: gender-separate
family gatherings, a daughter’s permission to study abroad and to practice medicine, nonmahram seeing a wife’s uncovered face, families concerning themselves with other women
studying abroad, conduct, hijab, etc. Thinking with Spivak’s (193/2009) catachrestic metaphors,
the terms “open-mindedness” and “mahram” are conceived in very differing ways depending on
the person’s familial conceptions. In the case of conservative Saudi families, open-mindedness
has the negative connotation of not following cultural norms, and is used to describe a woman’s
behavior “of doing what she wants,” transgressing acceptable familial norms. In Sara’s view,
though, the word encompasses studying abroad in a Western country, completing a higher
education degree, having a diverse friends group, working alongside women and men, and
gathering with family members without gender separation—all of which are considered positive
practices in her family but deviant from the average Saudi household. In the case of “mahram,”
within the conservative families Sara mentions the connotation is not very clear to me but
appears to include only direct-line blood relatives, whereas in her family the circle considered to
be close male relatives is more complex, including cousins and uncles. Furthermore, as Sara
explains it, the choice to decide whether one understands a family member to be mahram or not,
and how she navigates the relationship, lies with the woman herself. In both cases, the different
conceptions of the terms are part of family identities and reflect various religious and cultural
beliefs and traditions, even beyond the Saudi borders.
Saudi Complexities and Constrictions
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“In Saudi we have different cultures, not only one culture. Actually I don’t understand
myself these things,” Sara admits to me. In addition to the various tribes and their specific
cultural rules, people also vastly differ by geographical location: “It’s a very big country, the
north different than the south different than the east different than the west different than the
center region.” Someone’s location, however, may not correspond with the majority culture
there, though, she teaches me because “I’m from the center region, but I don’t represent very
much this, because we have a lot of people that are more conservative than us.” Spread
throughout the country, “you’ll find everything: very conservative, moderate conservative and
very open-minded, everything.” In addition to those who live in Saudi culture, there are also
those who wish to leave it all together:
You have people that want to go out of Saudi and they want to change their—they don’t
like the life there. Any you will find people that don’t like the life there [in Saudi Arabia]
and they just want to come here [to the U.S.] to study and go back home [to Saudi
Arabia].
Despite the conservatism that is present in Riyadh where she lives and in other places, Sara does
not dislike it, but manages to deal with it:
So, we have a lot of constrictions. Different than here [in the U.S.], we’re not very free. I
mean, we’re not free but I don’t see this as a bad thing. I feel it’s—we’re not free but
we’re controlled by some rules.
As she says, there are ways “we can deal with it, we can live with it” because “we’re used to it”
and because ultimately “this is our country.”
Listening to Sara I cannot but think about the necessities of complexifying what is often
conceptualized as people in the center and people in the margin (Spivak, 1990). Sara mentions
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the tribal history of the Gulf region with some ethnic groups that stem from pre-Islamic tribal
Arabia (Schulze, 2000) and are still part of contemporary Saudi Arabia. These groups have
played an influential role in shaping the region’s cultures and long predate the country’s
founding. The layer of cultural histories that inform present-day structures is important to take
into consideration even if, as Sara feels herself, she may not fully understand the tribal
particularities and differences. Here, I feel both Sandoval’s (2000) concept of
multidimensionality and Spivak’s (1993/2009) concepts of marginality fail me. While history can
certainly be an underlying factor in both, historicism is not made explicit enough in addressing
the influential predating, overlapping, and unique ethnicities — all at the same time — that
appear alongside each other in contemporary times and are very much interwoven in their
historical developments. Spivak’s writing of the postcolonial academic framework and postcolonial movements certainly takes historical developments into account, but her concept of
centric and marginal spaces does not add time as an explicit dimension. Sandoval, too, explains
how power dynamics have historically (vertical) and contemporarily (horizontal) been thought
of, but the concept does not allow me to examine the fluidity of historical developments, and the
co-existence of tribal and non-tribal cultures. While tribal cultures and histories are part of and
have influenced contemporary Saudi majority culture, they also exist independently of the larger
society and with unknown customs and traditions, as Sara explains. Therefore, I find that Shohat
(2002) helps me better think ethnicities as historically constituted but also “mutually
coimplicated and constitutively related,” when she urges us to “[look] at different positioning
vis-à-vis the histories of power” (p. 75).
In this short passage, ethnic identity shows its different facets in historical development,
familial traditions, geographical location and their social traditions, but also personal

165

preferences and potentials. Apart from tribal groups, smaller cultures with more open-minded
customs can exist within larger cultures of more conservative ones, and vice versa, putting
Spivak’s (1993/2009) marginality allegory to work on local Saudi ground. And at the same time,
there can be overall ethnic customs and regulations that keep these traditions in place when they
are formally enforced throughout law or informally through habit in the entire country. In Sara’s
case, she has the privileged ability to “handle” the customs she experiences as constrictions and
which make her “unfree.” This opportunity may be available to her because she can move with
relative ease back and forth between Saudi Arabia and the U.S. Another aspect that enables her
to experience Saudi constrictions as manageable could be her own family’s less conservative
interpretation of Saudi cultural practices. Despite her nontraditional upbringing, though, Sara
tells me that her life in Gamuston is markedly different from that in Riyadh.
Life at Home and Abroad
Between Riyadh and Gamuston there are several differences in how Sara lives in her
daily life. For example, “The religion, we have a lot of things like eating, praying, everything’s
different, Muslim than non-Muslim.” But except for finding a suitable place to do “wudu”6 at
EAU, her life in Gamuston is “not preventing me doing anything. I can deal with it.” In Riyadh,
she experiences more family obligations than she does in Gamuston, and she explains that the
way in which family is regarded just differs between U.S. culture and her family culture. She
grew up in the familial traditions of “family first and then culture,” whereas in the U.S., she
observes other customs: “Here [in the U.S.] everyone can do whatever he wants without anyone
judging him” whereas in Saudi Arabia, Sara has to abide by the rules of her family. For example,
“I can’t [just] marry anyone from Saudi Arabia, from West region or Eastern region” because her
family is from the central region of the country where the culture is different. She does not mind
6

Ablution; the physical and mental preparation and cleansing before prayer
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these restrictions, though, because she does not consider herself as “motamarreda,” someone
who “breaks the family and culture roles and does not care about the traditions at all.” In fact,
she very much enjoys living at home under her parents’ rules and cultural customs:
We [women] don’t do anything in life. Men do everything. So we don’t drive, we don’t—
anything in the house. The men—not the kitchen, I mean they pay the rent, they pay for
the driver, for the maid, for everything, everything, anything, electricity, everything.
Though she explains that “my family, we’re not very spoiled,” (and we both grin at her
emphasis) because she does “have responsibilities for sure,” it is just an easier lifestyle. Besides
the finances, which the men take care of, Sara counts off on her fingers the convenience of hired
help:
We have two maids, so I don’t even wash my clothes. I don’t iron. I don’t cook, I don’t
go to the kitchen. I just do very minor things. We don’t clean. Everything’s done for us.
We have drivers. If I want to go anywhere, I just call the driver. He bring the car, we go.
He park, he do everything. So I don’t have to go earlier to find a parking.
When her smile fades, she tells me that being taken care of may be “a little bit bad thing” though,
“because it makes it difficult when you go abroad. When you leave home it will become very
difficult. You’re not used to doing everything alone.” So one of the perks of moving to the U.S.
alone, she says, is that “I wanted to know these things. I wanted to be more independent.” While
she soon realized that “it’s a little difficult” taking care of the house and the bills on her own, she
smiles and shares with me confidently her belief that “it will come with time.” “Insha’Allah”7 I
respond and she echoes it.

7

Transl.: God willing. The expression is generally used when a speaker references actions in the future.
In this situation it serves as a form of reassurance that the person will achieve what they wish for if it is
indeed in God’s will.
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When Sara speaks, I can feel her longing for the ease and convenience that she enjoys
living in her family’s home. In describing her life with her parents, she brings up and dismantles
the one-dimensional views so often used by Western critics and particularly in White Western
feminism: Saudi women are inherently subjugated and oppressed by the patriarchy and by the
cultural customs that sees men as breadwinners of the family. Instead, Sara points out the
comfort of not having to worry about managing financial issues, doing household chores, and
being inconvenienced by having to drive herself because of the gendered roles. Quite the
contrary, she experience performing the gendered roles in these cultural traditions as relieving
rather than unpleasant and burdensome. Interestingly, her ability not to be “motamarreda” and
break cultural and familial rules may stem from precisely this space of comfort and her family’s
more open-minded interpretation of Saudi cultural customs. In this way, Sara can seamlessly
navigate her roles as an agentic daughter, Saudi woman, and decision-maker, and as a student
studying abroad.
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The Princess
The Princess and I agreed to meet on an early Saturday morning. I am driving around her
apartment community in which two-story White houses are neatly placed in a long winding row,
and park in front of the house number she texted me earlier. Seconds later, a tall woman with a
blue coat, black pants, and a blue-turquois turban scans the parking lot and, upon recognizing
me, walks over and gets into the passenger seat. Her smile is bright and broad and her dark eyes
sparkly, but I feel they do not match her shy demeanor and quiet voice. As we drive to the coffee
shop she picked for our interview, I listen to her soft, warm voice and see from my periphery
how she occasionally places her sweater-covered hand over her mouth in shyness and sometimes
with giggles. Her friendliness forces me to speak in generalities because I am afraid I would set
off a very insightful and engaging conversation; and without my recorder running (and informed
consent, of course) I would curse myself afterwards. Five miles farther, we park in front of the
coffee shop and, upon entering, each order a cup of coffee, and settle in a booth at the far end of
the room. As consent forms are signed, she chooses a pseudonym – “Any name?” she asks in
excitement, and settles on one that somehow feels very suitable. And with that, The Princess
begins telling me about the loving and strong women in her life.
Female Role Models
I grew up in a very lovely family actually, elhamdulillah.8 My mother was so caring. I see
her like the ideal woman that have survived and struggled to rise up well. She was a
working mother. I learned a lot from her actually—how to make balance between her
husband, and kids, and work.
The Princess’s eyes sparkle when she tells me about her mother’s support in all her children’s
academic achievements. The Princess worked to be “a straight A student” because her mother
8

Transl.: Praise be to God.
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encouraged her to “have a good education” and to “be something” some day with a good career.
Aiding her in that pursuit has been her father, two brothers, and particularly her six sisters: “They
are actually my friends. I trust them. I share everything with them, elhamdulillah.” At a young
age, she tells me, both her mother and father had heart attacks so that the sisters grew up “like we
have to stick together and do it together.” Her oldest sister “took care of us” while her parents
were regaining stable health, so that now “she’s like my mom. I always tell her, ‘You’re like my
mom.’” Through her sister’s hard work and commitment in her education, The Princess views
her “like an ideal model for me.” So, when it became time to choose a major in university, it was
her big sister who introduced her to the medical field. Her sister never actually instructed her
which major to choose, but instead lived by example and introduced The Princess to her field of
work:
I listen to her stories, she says, “I’m studying like this, I’m studying like that. I’m doing
this right now. I have a patient. I have a clinic.” So that’s why. I go and see her working.
“Come to my clinic.” She says, “Come and help me at my clinic so you can see it.” And I
go. I saw her working, so that’s why I go into the specialty.
The Princess says that just as her older sister was a role model to her, she is now her younger
sister’s role model, who chose the same field of practice: “My younger sister was influenced by
me. She always wanted to be like me. She says, ‘I want to be like [The Princess].’” Despite the
long distance between the three women – The Princess in the U.S., the older sister in Australia,
and the younger one in Saudi Arabia – the bond between them is very tight and through phone
calls and messaging they keep each other updated.
When I think about the catachrestic metaphor (Spivak, 1993/2009) “role model” that The
Princess uses, I notice that the referent and the meaning of the word are assigned in different
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ways yet all within her family: first, in her mother who is her “ideal woman” and who took great
efforts to balance her social roles as mother, spouse, and employee; second, in her oldest sister
who realized her ambitions in her studies and career through her commitment and by taking The
Princess under her wings; and third, in herself to her younger sister who in her admiration
imitates The Princess and follows in her academic footprints. In all three cases, it is immediate
family and women who set examples of working for educational and professional success. At the
same time, in the mother’s and the older sister’s case, the function is also related to their
investment as “loving and caring” caretakers and their ability to balance both career and family
at once. Thereby, the women are intricately linked to one another and deeply immersed as
creators of familial generational cultures — by choice, necessity, and/or unavoidable
circumstances. The enactment of these familial customs is still in line with larger societal
traditions, though, for example in the caregiver role of the female family members. In The
Princess’s particular case, these actions turned her sisters into her best friends and women she
can fully trust. From a rather straightforward and unproblematic relationship with her sisters
and mother, The Princess moves on to her role as mediator between her father and husband, and
with which she is at times “still struggling in some areas.”
Father-daughter-husband Relationship
During their university studies in Jeddah, The Princess and her husband were colleagues
and got engaged during their internship year:
Actually it’s like an arranged, but not an arranged [engagement]. He saw me, he liked
me. I saw him, I liked him. We didn’t have affair or relations, but he liked me and just we
decided to propose. He texted me and I was okay with that.
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To arrange the engagement officially, “his mother called my mother and told her he want to
propose. So my mother, I think she told [my father] about him.” Unfortunately, The Princess’s
father was not pleased about the arrangement because “he thought that I had a relation with him”
before the official engagement, which she tried to make him understand was not the case. On top
of not accepting her fiancé as her future husband, another difficulty came up when she received
an acceptance from EAU to study abroad. While her fiancé was supportive, The Princess knew
her father would take issue. She remembers telling her mother, “Oh, I will have more problem
now convincing him that I want to go to America and then convincing him I want to get
married,” at which she giggles behind her hem-covered fist. Her mother, though, encouraged her
to pursue the opportunity by saying “‘If you lose it [the offer], you will lose too much.” So, when
The Princess informed her father about her program acceptance, he was resolute: “He kept
refusing, refusing, refusing” about the marriage and studying abroad, but “me, my mom, and my
brother, we all united” to convince him. She explains,
Actually, I can just do it. Like I can just stand up and say, “I will go.” But I didn’t want to
get it this way. I want him to be happy and I want him the one he says, “Go, and I will be
with you.” I didn’t want to do something that he is not okay with. So, that’s why I tried
maybe three months to convince him? Yeah, it was very tough to convince.
Another reason why her father did not approve of the wedding between The Princess and her
fiancé was that he did not like the idea she would “go to America and just separate from the
family and go and be independent” together with her husband, especially because “my father like
me very much. He think that I’m like the little daughter. I was obeying all his order. I didn’t do
problems.” After continuous attempts of persuasion in which even her uncle took part, “he forced
by my mother and me to accept the marriage date.” Eventually, the wedding took place in late
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July, only four days later before The Princess traveled to Gamuston for her studies. While “he
doesn’t accept my husband until now, I don’t know why,” she adds about her father, “he’s a
good man” who cares greatly about his daughter.
Like in The Princess’s previous narrative about the women in her life, the story about her
husband and her father men also exposes various facets of family relations and how they are
both informed by and resisting the larger Saudi cultural traditions. For example, all children of
the family are very close with one another and respectful of the family rules and parental wishes,
particularly The Princess as her father’s most rule-abiding daughter. Through their parents’
support and modeling of the importance of education, all children have been highly educated
and trained. At the same time, the family resists Saudi cultural norms in that two of the
daughters are studying abroad. The conventional and unconventional cultural practices in the
family can also be seen in The Princess’s and her husband’s marriage arrangements. Both
parents meet to prepare the official engagement and later the wedding in Arab tradition, but
interestingly The Princess met her husband as a colleague in her internship in one of the only
specialties in the country in which men and women work alongside each other. Also rather
unconventional was their proposal through text messaging. Lastly, The Princess – as “the little
girl” – tries to appease the father through months-long negotiations with other family members
in order to reach a conventional and an unconventional agreement: his acceptance of her fiancé
as her future husband and her studying abroad in Gamuston. Within gendered power dynamics,
The Princess and the other women family members are anything but unagentic, in either the
traditional or the nontraditional Saudi traditions. The various traditional stereotypical social
roles (the appeasing, pleasing daughter, the interventionist mother, the resolute father) are
complexified through the negotiation of resistance to the convention. The Princess as an agentic
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decisive woman could have left the family home had she wished, as she says, but chose not to.
Instead, in her ongoing negotiations she ensured that her father changed his mind over time to
her satisfaction so that she would not have to disobey him and break their relationship.
To ease the physical separation from her family, The Princess and her husband
encountered close friendships with other Saudis in Gamuston, which she goes on to tell me.
Friends in Gamuston
My husband has friends here, friends of friends, so they helped us a lot. They went with
us to the bank to open an account. They went to AT&T to bring us SIM cards. So it was
very easy, elhamdulillah. And my best friend also she’s studying here in Gamuston.
Her best friend, she says, just joined EAU in another medical program and their friendship dates
back many years, to intermediate and high school, and then to university in Jeddah. Although
they did not start out as “best friends,” that changed with their studies at the same Saudi
university. She recalls excitedly, “She got accepted first at EAU, and when I got accepted I told
her, ‘We will be together!’” Since The Princess’s friend already traveled to Gamuston long
before their programs started and visited different apartment options, she was able to pass on that
information to The Princess and make her selection of living accommodations much easier: “I
had ya3ni 9 no difficulties in choosing that apartment, I literally, ‘I trust you. I trust your opinion.
I will live there with you.’” And living in close proximity of each other “meant a lot:”
In the beginning, I didn’t notice how important to have someone to stress. It’s not a new
person I have to know, how is it, what she likes, what she don’t like, how she behaves. Is
she willing to help? I skipped all these. I know someone who I trust and I know her and
she’s willing to help if I need anything, I’m willing to help if she needs anything.
Transl.: you know; like; meaning. The 3 represents the Arabic letter ‘ayn which does not possess an
equivalent letter or existent pronunciation in the English language.
9
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Since The Princess lives with her husband who drives and has an easier time traveling to and
from campus and doing groceries, she often invites her friend to join because “until now she
doesn’t have a car.” Her husband’s friends, too, have been invaluable in the first months so that
the couple “didn’t struggle at all.” The friends even lent them a car in the first month and said, as
she recalls, “‘I know you will need money now. Don’t use it for car, just use my car and I don’t
need the car right now.’” We say simultaneously, “elhamdulillah,” and she adds, “they were very
helpful for us to be a married couple.”
When The Princess speaks about her best friend in Gamuston, what strikes me is not so
much that she was pleased with them living in the same apartment community or spending time
together. It is her describing the importance of having a person around who she does not need to
get to know or go through the process of establishing commonalities, rapport, trust, etc. This is
more than a commonality in shared cultural understandings and practices. Especially with the
previous stories of her recent marriage and the last sentence in which she stressed the
helpfulness of her friends to them as a married couple, may indicate that she sought someone
whom she could trust and with whom she could talk about her new experiences of attending the
EAU program, living abroad, being married, and other topics. They may also be conversations
she chooses to or cannot have with her husband, sisters, or mother. The two women’s
relationship may also be so significant because they transported their long-lasting friendship
fostered in the familiarity of Jeddah culture to their unknown environments in Gamuston. In this
way, the friendship provides The Princess with a recognizable and solid entity within a new
cultural environment that necessitates exploration.
Within a multidimensionality construct (Sandoval, 2000), the power dynamics of these
strong friendships as described by The Princess transcend the geographical, horizontal
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boundaries that come with the leaving and entering of new cultural contexts, possibly moving
familiar cultural customs into the new space in the West. Vertically, this friendship with its
transcendent cultural customs can overshadow the local cultural traditions of Gamuston. In
these instances, the cultured friendships helped The Princess and her husband avoid
experiencing alienation and disorientation (like others may) so that they “didn’t struggle at all”
entering this new cultural space. The hypothesis of ethnic minority individuals “[living] in areas
with more people of the same ethnicity” (Shaw et al., 2012, p. 11) is known as “ethnic density.”
Research has shown that these living communities can contribute positively to the mental health
of its members (Shaw et al., 2012) and create “strong social and community networks” (Amer,
2014, p. 168), which helped The Princess especially at the beginning. Not only outside of campus
though but also in her program, The Princess was met with the familiarity of the Saudi culture —
in her classmates and oddly, as she discovered, in her Mexican faculty.
Saudis and Mexicans
“How many other Saudi students are with you in the program?” I ask The Princess and
she tells me that her five classmates are all Saudis. In her specialty, “students choose this
profession when they are really, really, really interested, if they have academic career.” Since the
program is considered more difficult than other specialties and income for clinicians in that field
in the U.S. is lower, it does not attract U.S. students. In Saudi Arabia, though, “you will be
financially secured. The university will pay for your salary,” so there is no pressure for Saudis to
choose their majors according to prospective U.S. income. Last year all applicants were Saudi,
and this year there are 11 students from Saudi Arabia and one student from India. Upon hearing
this large number, I ask The Princess how it feels for the whole program to be Saudi, and she
smiles,
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It’s a blessing, because they are very kind and very helpful. If I need anything, I won’t
hesitate to ask them. They will go and explain. And I’m not shy to ask them because
when it’s your nationality, you are more comfortable than others.
There is one Saudi classmate in particular who is in her last year of the three-year-program
whom The Princess is fond of, because “she is like my big sister.” When The Princess finds
herself struggling, the woman takes her aside: “she assure me that, ‘Don’t worry. It’s difficult in
the first year. We’ve all had the same first courses and it’s difficult.’” Despite this blessing of an
all-Saudi student group, she reflects that “nationality, it’s not a big deal” and goes on to explain
further that “eventually it’s a relation with your colleague that you must have it with anyone”
regardless of their ethnicity. And yet, “it will matter if they’re the same nationality as you”
because in The Princess’s case, she says “I feel like home” in the program.
Here The Princess voices the reality of “multicultural” university programs: the
nationalities of students should not matter in the program and their collaborative work should be
the focal point. However, nationality does matter and in her case it is most visible when all
students are from a similar ethnic background and nationality. With the social makeup of the
Gamuston area as largely U.S. American, The Princess benefits from an all-Saudi student group,
just as she did from the Saudi friendships she was met with upon her move. Within an intricate
construct of various centers and margins (1993/2009), the six students now and those before her
have forged a dominant Saudi space in their program within the margin of the larger university
environment as non-U.S. students. Her rapport with her colleagues is also better than what she
would anticipate with non-Saudi ones because “when it’s your nationality, you are more
comfortable.” Her feeling of comfortable familiarity because of the predominantly Saudi student
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group even extends to some of her relationships with faculty, and with one professor in
particular.
When I ask The Princess about the faculty, she tells me about one whom she feels
particularly culturally connected to: “We are making jokes together. He always tells us about his
mom and I tell him about my husband. He’s Mexican.” In their conversations, she realized how
much their cultures have in common compared to what she perceives to be U.S. cultural norms.
She says, “[Mexicans] are closer to us than Americans because they have the religion, it’s more
than American.” She tries to explain her thoughts in more detail but struggles, “I don’t know
how to get you my idea,” so instead shares with me two observations:
When I sneeze, they [Mexicans] say, “Bless you.” Americans don’t. They say “Thank
God” before they eat. They say “bismillah”10 but in their own language. The Mexicans, I
think that’s the difference. I noticed that the Americans do not do that. And they also
think that having a relation before marriage is prohibited and they are strict to that.
In fact, she thinks Mexicans may be “more religious in general than we are.” Aside from
religious customs, The Princess noticed that Mexicans “have also the family commitment more
than Americans, so they understand us better” and “they have same common words between
Spanish and Arabic.” She laughs when she remembers that their faculty “now started to speak in
Arabic,” words the students taught them, and that “they understand us well when we say
‘elhamdulillah’ and ‘astaghfirullah.’11 They use it. That’s very, very funny.”
At first, the Princess’s examples of the differences between U.S., Mexican, and Saudi
religious customs surprise me because, having lived in the U.S. Bible Belt for several years, I felt
certain routine practices to be part of Christian southern life, such as praying before meals,

10
11

Transl.: In the name of God.
Transl.: I ask forgiveness from God.
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wishing “Bless you” to someone sneezing, and frowning upon sexual relations (but not platonic
relationships) before marriage. This comparison reminds me of the importance of locality on the
one hand, and of the difficulty of viewing ethnicity – U.S. or Saudi – as singular and with an
essential core, on the other. When I examine the words The Princess and her colleagues teach
the faculty through the catachrestic metaphor (Spivak, 1993/2009) of “Arabic,” I see a
commonality between the Mexican and Saudi religious practices and the words that The
Princess and her classmates may experience as cultural congruity, or the “congruence or
dissonance of an individual’s culture, beliefs and expectations with the surrounding population”
(Bhugra & Becker, 2005, p. 22). “Elhamdulillah,” “bismillah,” and “astaghfirullah” can be
considered as hybrids of religious and social collocations. The references are embedded in
Islam, but the words are also used colloquially by Arabic-speaking non-Muslims as situational
expressions and by Muslims without the intention of a religious remark. Just as “bless you” has
become a colloquial expression not necessarily referring a religious intention, so these terms
expand past the religious realms of Islam. Similarly, discouraging relations before marriage may
originate from religious traditions but may exceed its practice into social customs without
specific religious reference. The two aspects of religious and social become inseparable in the
cultural weave. In The Princess’s program the words even transfer from Arabic-speaking
students to non-Arabic speaking (but learning) faculty who understand and utilize it with their
own social and religious backgrounds. Despite their laughter together, though, it is not always
possible for The Princess to bridge the cultural differences between her and her faculty.
Asking (?) about Saudis
Since she began her studies at EAU, The Princess and other students have received
various questions by professors about Saudi culture and customs, some that she answers happily
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and others that she believes should be rephrased. In an example, she tells me about the Mexican
faculty asking one of her colleagues about wearing the black abaya in the U.S.: “‘Didn’t you feel
hot? It’s black.’ ‘Is it comfortable doing this and that?’” with the colleague answering simply,
“‘It’s okay.’” While she does not have an issue with these questions about practicality, another
European faculty uses a different approach: “She always say that, ‘You come from a background
that you don’t know anything,’” a remark that does not actually elicit a question about The
Princess’s culture. Regarding her mobility, she remembers the professor saying, ‘You come here
and you don’t know how to drive.’ ‘Do you know how to drive now? Are you starting to learn
how to drive? Is it difficult?’” Taken aback by these examples, I ask The Princess if she thinks
the faculty was actually interested in the answers:
No, I think sometimes she wants to underestimate [‘Undermine?’ I wonder]. Sometimes.
Haraam.12 Sometimes, she wants to ask. But sometimes she says, ya3ni, “You don’t
know that? You come from your country and you don’t know this and you don’t know
that.”
How do these remarks make The Princess feel, I wonder, and she tells me frankly, “I don’t feel
anything. I’m confident about myself. I know that I’m educated. And I came from a good
culture, so it never bothers me.” She thinks that the woman’s comments were made “because
she’s not an open-minded. How can I say…she will answer herself.” What The Princess means
by that, she explains in an example, is “she told us that we are hard worker and we come with
experience and a good background and we have high grades, so she doesn’t have to say things
like that” if she knows herself that the students are well qualified.
The Princess relates to me the questions and commentary she receives from faculty
members, and I cannot make out if they come from an earnest interest of Saudi traditions, are
12

Transl.: It’s sinful; it’s terrible.
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made to denigrate the students and their ethnicities, or are a mixture of both. In the first example
about the woman’s black abaya, the professor may not have known that the same abayas are
worn by the women on a daily basis in Saudi Arabia where average temperatures are
considerably higher than in Gamuston. Interesting, however, is that, while other students and
faculty “already understand the culture of Saudi because they had too many Saudi students” in
the past, The Princess tells me, superficial questions about clothing and driving persist. In the
second example, the European faculty appears to essentialize Saudi students’ abilities and
qualifications to be in the program. In her remarks, which I understand as particularly
patronizing, she suggests that The Princess’s ethnicity and gender are indicative of an
educational deficit and her inability to bridge U.S. and Saudi cultural differences and acquire
U.S. customs. On multiple dimensions of power dynamics (Sandoval, 2000), the woman does not
only point out different oppressive systems that are at work in Saudi laws, and what Holst
Petersen and Rutherford (1986, p. 9) termed “double colonization,” she also enforces these
systems by meeting the students with her expectation of personal and cultural deficit.
Furthermore, she uses the double colonization narrative in her superior faculty position to taunt
The Princess by laying the responsibility for her deficits with herself. When the professor seems
to appease the students by stating they were hardworking, experienced, with good backgrounds,
and high grades, she does not, however, reframe the cultural disparities she pointed out and the
superiority she assigns to Western culture. While she addresses the personal and individual
abilities of the students within their specialty, according to the professor it seems the students
achieve these abilities despite their ethnicity, not as part of it. The Saudi cultural context remains
denigrated.
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The Princess, as a student and subordinate in the program, is here in a position she
cannot not inhabit (Spivak, 1993/2009) and may not be able to openly challenge misconceptions
or patronizing without repercussions. And yet, instead of internalizing their ideas about her
inferiority informed by their “close-mindedness,” she resists it by acknowledging her self-worth
as a scholar, having confidence in her work, and knowing she is “from a good culture.”
Resisting inwardly prevents her from engaging in confrontations and having to deal with the
consequences. And even when she encounters strained situations outside the familiarity of the
university, The Princess tries to remain calm and levelheaded, which she tells me in the
following stories.
Hijab and Safety
For me, it’s okay. I have very conservative other culture [in Saudi Arabia] than here in
the U.S., but I have traveled to many countries. I’m exposed to different cultures. I have
met people with other nationalities. So, it doesn’t mean that I know nothing.
With a wave of her hand, she tells me she has encountered different people asking about her
culture, for example, “why you are wearing the hijab,” which she is used to by now. Some
comments, however, have been shouted at her by strangers, like “In American, we don’t wear
things like this,” and when I ask about the specific situation, she tells me:
One time we were at airport and I was traveling with my Saudi colleagues. And they all
were wearing hijab and one was wearing abaya. They started to shout at us. Strangers.
And they said bad words—even bad words. But it was okay. We didn’t talk back. What
can I do?
At the last sentence she laughs and with that takes the tension out of my jaw that I just noticed.
“Yeah, what can you do,” I wonder, and The Princess adds, “I will not make a problem because
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someone was not educated and raised right. As long as he didn’t harm me.” So far, these
incidents have occurred “two times in the last four months.” The second time was in Gamuston,
but she does not quite remember the context except that she was bombarded with questions such
as “‘Why you wearing like this? Why you have to cover your hair? Why? Why you have to
cover?’” Aside from this one incident, though, she feels safe in Gamuston “and I think is the
most important thing.” In other parts of the country there are “Saudi students who have a
scholarship and studying, and have experienced like criminal stuff,” such as in North Carolina:
When a student and his wife and sister got killed just for no reason in the parking lot.
Because they were wearing hijab they got killed. For no reason just got killed. Yeah,
North Carolina, Chapel Hill. So, that was very scary.
When she heard of the killing, “I just got teared because I imagine myself in his place because
he’s a student.” One of her friends even attended a conference at which the man’s abstract had
been accepted but he was obviously not there to present, so that “was very difficult.” In another
incident, but not the U.S.,
there was one Saudi lady who has come in U.K., her story was spread very wide. She was
wearing niqab. She walking in the street, she was killed in the street. For no reason. I
think by a racist or something like that.
It is both insightful and painful to hear that The Princess carries these stories around when she
travels and ponders about her place of residency. She says, “I actually get very touched when
innocent people get killed. I always cry,” so safety for her is “the most important thing. Even if
it’s not a cheap city, I will just take the safety,” like in Gamuston.
I am devastated at this point in our interview that these emotional memories and
incidents of verbal harassment come so readily and almost matter-of-fact from The Princess. In
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the two confrontations, she was reduced to her hijab, again, and even in the examples of attacks
on Muslim students in the U.S. and U.K. it was their clothes that stood out to The Princess as
reasons for their killings. It seems that her refusal to engage with the verbal attackers was a
form of self-protection, because, as she says rhetorically, “What can I do?” And again, she
refuses to be placed in an inferior position, inwardly challenging the comments by laying the
problem with the perpetrators who were “not educated and raised right.” The Princess may
have been able to rationalize these confrontations because of her exposure to a wide array of
customs and beliefs and her upbringing in a less conservative family living within a “very
conservative” social environment.
Interestingly, on a horizontal power basis (Sandoval, 2000), it seems that what the
strangers attack her for – transporting characteristics of her Saudi/Muslim culture into a U.S.
context – is in fact what ultimately aids The Princess in these situations: She transcends national
borders and carries with her the knowledge of her ethnicity, education, and personal qualities
into the U.S. cultural context. The very culture that appears to intimidate and/or infuriate those
who commented negatively to her is the same one that gives The Princess courage and
conviction. Despite her confidence and self-assurance, though, she is aware of her identification
as Arab/Muslim and therefore carefully chooses an environment in which she can feel safe.
The catachrestic metaphor (Spivak, 1993/2009) of “safety” becomes a place in which she
as a Saudi Muslim woman is unlikely to encounter physical harm (“as long as he doesn’t harm
me”) for her religion, ethnicity, and cultural practices. That does not necessarily exclude verbal
harassment or covert denigration, though. She is willing to make these compromises, however,
even if it poses an increase in living costs. Interestingly, it is The Princess’ clothing and
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appearance that may signify threats against U.S. Americans’ own safety, which illustrates very
well the lack of a specific referent (Spivak, 1993/2009) when safety is concerned.
Within the decision-making process and her negotiation of where and how to live –
navigating familial, generational, religious, local, global, gendered, juridico-discursive cultures
– The Princess is very agentic and decisive (Weinreich, 2009), the director of her life in the U.S.
and Saudi Arabia.

Sheya
I am quite literally speeding from one interview to the next that I have with Sheya at a
coffee shop. So when I arrive, my heart is beating quickly and I feel rather embarrassed for the
10 min late arrival. Rushing through the doors and scanning the few tables along the large
windows, I see a woman in a blue sweater, black headscarf, and square black-rimmed glasses
deeply absorbed in a thick encyclopedic-like book and several sheets of paper neatly placed
around her. When she looks up and recognizes me as the person whom she has been emailing
and texting with (probably from my expectant look, or scattered appearance), she smiles broadly,
stands up, and motions to the seat in front of her. As we shake hands and make our introductions,
I apologize for my tardiness, to which she smiles warmly and responds that she has been
working and will remain here throughout the day to prepare for a presentation the coming week.
As she pushes her book and papers to the side, I inquire about the topic she is currently working
on, and this is met with a colorful story of how she came to study in Gamuston half a year ago
upon recommendation from her cousin. Quickly and politely I ask (beg) her to hold that thought
for one minute until we discuss informed consent and a pseudonym. With our signatures on the
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forms and her new name chosen, she asks laughing and with a sparkle in her eyes, “So, back to
my cousin?”
Saudi Family in Gamuston
Sheya tells me that one of the most influential people on her career choices was her
cousin, who is a recent EAU alum: “My cousin, she just graduated last June actually from here—
from EAU in Gamuston. She was a student here, but different major. And she was the one who
convinced me to go over to the medical field.” When it was time for Sheya and her twin sister to
choose a major in college, it was this cousin who had long conversations with them and
convinced them. So when she was applying to schools across the U.S., her cousin’s enrollment
made her send an application to EAU because she was somewhat familiar with the city from
previous visits and expected it to be easier to get settled. And indeed, after receiving an
acceptance, Sheya and her family were very happy about the opportunity, “because they knew
the city because my cousin again” who helped her in “looking for a house and everything.”
Although the cousin “went back in June and I came in August, it really makes a difference to
know someone in the city to help you just look into houses. And she introduced me to her friends
and I know them now.” When her twin sister, too, applied to study at EAU in a different program
this year, her grandmother “kept praying for my sister, ‘I wish that she could get acceptance in
the same city.’ And she got acceptance.” Just as she had hoped, this result got Sheya very
“excited because I’m living alone right now. I’m really waiting for her to come, so I can have
some company.” According to Sheya, while they lived in Jeddah, the two sisters used to argue
constantly with each other, which she misses very much. When I ask her what they were arguing
about, she says with a big smile, “Everything, anything. Everything you can imagine, from the
smallest thing to the extremest thing. The same as normal sisters and brothers.” To have a sibling
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living with her whom she can “just spend my time with” is “always much better, rather than
living by yourself.” Sheya is particularly curious how her professors will react, because “we
really look like each other.” When she pulls up a photo and makes me guess which one is which,
I am stunned by the resemblance and choose, of course, wrong. Back at their university in
Jeddah, some professors are able to distinguish the two and say “we have different tone in the
voice,” but Sheya is anxious to find out if at EAU “all our professors will be confused” once her
sister comes.
Moving to a new location and having friends or acquaintances there is an important
aspect when trying to avoid isolation and loneliness (Bhugra & Becker, 2005), and I remember
that quite vividly from my own international moves, too. In Sheya’s case, it is family members
who have either been living in Gamuston (her cousin) or are prospective residents (her sister)
that let Sheya create social connections with the place. Furthermore, familiarizing herself
through her cousin’s residency in Gamuston and her experiences of studies at EAU allowed
Sheya to gain invaluable insight and possibly prevent her from feeling “el ghorba.” This preestablished connection of her family to Gamuston and the university may have also contributed
well to ease any concerns of other family members about Sheya’s international move, like her
parents, siblings, and grandmother. Regarding ethnic geography, or the horizontal layer of
Sandoval’s (2000) power dynamics, there seems to be a continuation of familial cultural customs
in the Gamuston area with first the cousin, then Sheya, and next year her twin’s residency.
Although cultural customs cannot simply be transported across different environments and
reproduced as they are, the recognition of some familiarity and the moral support of physically
close family helped Sheya establish a daily routine in which she can navigate and live within the
new cultural space. The helpfulness of pre-established relations to a culturally different
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environment and the significance of familial relations in Sheya’s family become even more
obvious when I reverse her situation and muse about a place in which her cousin did not live,
she has not visited before, she does not have the prospective of her sister joining her, and she has
not had the model experiences of a close family member in a similar professional field. This
scenario may have elicited very different experiences from living in Gamuston, different
conversations with her family about studying at EAU, other housing arrangements, and other
initial acquaintances in Gamuston.
Without me directing her, Sheya takes a step back from her cousin and sister in her
educational path, and reminisces more chronologically about the choices she has made along
her academic career.
Educational Requirements, Necessities, and Choices
When Sheya tells me about her academic career, she gives me a rather thorough
understanding of how she navigated her education through choices and requirements. For most
of her primary and secondary education, for example, she attended a private school in which
“each class has about 20 to 25 students, the maximum is 25 students” as compared to “the public
school, up to 50 or 55 per class.” When she was in 11th grade, though, she “went to public school
because two of my friends, they changed school,” telling her father, “‘I will change for this year
and I will see. If I like it, I will continue; if I didn’t, I will go back to my school.’” Upon
realizing that she preferred her private school, she informed her father about transferring back.
She laughs about his response, mimicking his raised shoulders and hands: “I told you, you
wouldn’t like it.” I guffaw when I imagine the conversation and the father’s experiential learning
approach. Then, during her third year of university, “the toughest year” with particularly difficult
subjects, Sheya contemplated switching majors, “maybe journalism. I’ve always wanted to be
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enrolled in that field when I was little.” She shakes her head, though, remembering how one of
her classmates actually left their program only to return a few months later. Another academic
decision came in the form of a choice and a requirement: at the end of her studies, when she
applied for teaching assistant positions, Sheya explains to me how it was both a wish and a
necessity for her to study abroad. On the one hand, she “always wanted to study outside, just it’s
different for a different experience” of other cultures. On the other hand, though, “after we
graduated and started applying for jobs, there are certain jobs that they obligate the study
outside,” as in her case. Not every position requires this additional degree, for example “if you
treat patients they will accept if you continue in your local program.” But as a teaching faculty,
“they obligate either U.S. or Canada” because the universities and hospitals believe “they have
the best schools.” While there was a necessity for Sheya to study abroad in a particular
geographical location in order to keep her employment, she was able to interview with different
schools, two of which accepted her into their programs. Deciding on one of the two was then up
to her, so she chose EAU based on their superior academic program, her cousin’s positive
experiences, and the fact that she “felt more comfortable with the residents here.” In her
contemplation, Sheya also took the advice of one of her professors in Jeddah into account to
make the best-informed decision: “he’s a graduate from EAU and he kept telling me about the
school and I know it’s a good school.”
As Sheya tells me about her academic path and the various options she encountered on
her way, I am amazed at the deliberation with which she made her educational decisions in high
school and at university. In these various situations in which she was choosing her different
routes, she agentically navigated through the options she had at her disposition. When she chose
to work as a faculty and was therefore required to obtain a North American degree – a position
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she could not not want to inhabit (Spivak, 1993/2009) or she may not continue her employment –
she readily explored her study abroad options because she had already planned to continue her
studies internationally with or without the requirements. In order to be able to make these
choices, though, Sheya simultaneously inhabits an intricate space that affords her these
privileges: two parents who have PhDs and are very supportive of their children’s academic
careers; a family in which Sheya can make informed, autonomous academic decisions; the
opportunity to choose to attend a private school and later university; other family members
whose similar academic paths she can model; an academic companion in her sister who will
soon share in her study abroad experiences. These choices do not only reflect Sheya’s academic
and personal wishes, but they are also reflective of her familial and work environments that
strongly encourage her to study at EAU. With all fronts in balance, Sheya can simultaneously
continue and add to her family’s academic heritage and grow personally as an academician,
despite her employer’s requirements.
As Sheya mentions the closeness with her classmates she had in high school and
university, I ask her about these friendships, and she tells me a fascinating story about a close
group of friends that remained together even past graduation.
Studying with Friends, Making new ones
“I wish if I could come back just for one more day with my friends from my college,”
Sheya muses. All throughout their studies, she and her classmates used to have a great daily
routine: “we’re in school from 8 to 5, then we go study together till let’s say 9, then we just go to
our homes to sleep.” When the group of friends reached their senior year during which they had
no classes but only internships, she remembers, “they give you the option to choose your friends
who you want to be with” in the hospital rotations. “So, me and five of my friends, we were
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together. We were five females and two males. We wanted to be in the same group, so we ended
up in the same group.” One of these members was also her twin sister, and when I ask her how
she felt working with her friends, she responds,
It doesn’t matter where you are. As long as you have nice company and good friends with
you, you will have good time. So the company is much more important than the place
because all hospitals really, really good institutions and wherever you go, you will gain
experience. So, it doesn’t matter which hospital I go, as long as I have my friends with
me.
She explains that the benefit of having “your friends as your colleagues” is that “if one of us has
some issues, we can cover for her, we help each other. It makes it much easier to communicate
between each other and understand each other.” Even after their internship year, the group tried
to stay together, so “we applied for the same school as a teaching assistant. I got accepted and I
was so lucky. All my friends also got accepted, so we ended up even working the same place, but
for different specialties.” She clasps her hands in joy and adds that these friendships are very
valuable to her, “because when one of us get really stressed and frustrated, we support each
other.”
And with these words I ponder with Spivak (1993/2009) how the words “classmate” and
“colleague” begin to intertwine in the concept of “friendship” that can take different forms
depending on persons and context. Establishing these friendships and fostering them did not only
provide Sheya and her friends with likeminded acquaintances that share a pleasant study and
work environment. It also gave them a space of mutual empowerment, support, and sharing, in
which their relationships are carried from university to internships to work placements, and
temporarily also to studying abroad for six of the members. While each student has their
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individual professional path, the intensity of their relationship also illustrates to me the cocreation of their academic paths and the moments of vicarious learning, such as when one friend
left the program and returned later, or now that Sheya and two others study abroad and model
the opportunities for those who applied for the coming academic year. Naturally, I can only
imagine what it must feel like for her and the friends to separate from each other and leave their
routines, to which she says, “we were sad of course that we’re going to be apart” but in the
same breath she counts the friends who will be arriving with her sister next year.
Speaking about the quality of education in Sheya’s perspective, the hospitals she would
do her internship at in Jeddah are so good that choosing the friends rather than the hospital
would not provide her with an inferior learning experience. And yet, if I think back to the
employer’s requirements of obtaining a North American degree because “they have the best
schools,” it feeds into a depreciation of Saudi education in a global comparison and sustains the
necessity of Western degrees, entering a vicious circle of educational capital and legitimacy of
knowledge. Surely the Western-trained Saudi scholars who work in Saudi Arabia’s hospitals and
universities contribute to their working environment from, what some may term, a “global”
perspective; yet the educational agenda is still set and dominated by the Western universities.
Those with a Western education are still privileged, leading to the depreciation of Saudi
educational institutions. As El-Khairy (2010) noted, “American academia has been exceptionally
powerful in setting research agendas…A central component of American soft power efforts in the
Middle East since World War II has been that of educational and cultural programmes” (p. 325)
for example through educational exchanges and visitors. And Sheya and her friends become
interwoven in and enabling of these power relations by their complex roles as actors of
mandatory and yet self-selected participation.
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When Sheya accepted the offer to study at EAU, it was in part because of the friendly
residents she met at her campus visit. One of these residents was Sheya’s teaching assistant as a
student in Jeddah, “so now we’re studying together and when we go back we will work together
in the same place.” The other eight residents, too, make Sheya feel comfortable, because “pretty
much most of them are from the same country—they all are Saudis, except one is Syrian, and
one is American, and one is Indian.” Among them “there’s a lot of teamwork between us. We
divide the work equally,” which she enjoys. When I ask her about her Saudi classmates, she
notes that despite the geographical differences of the Saudis’ hometowns, “we understand each
other. They understand my jokes, I understand their jokes. But here because we are all here, so
sort of we’re from the same country. So it doesn’t matter where I’m from, which city.”
Especially at the beginning of her studies, “it was very helpful because they were in the same
situation, looking for a house, looking for furniture especially the males because they know that I
don’t drive.” When I ask her about the non-Saudi students, she explains:
We’re trying to teach each other some words. So for example, the Syrian, he talks Arabic.
But the American and the Indian, they don’t. So, they learned some words from us. Yeah,
especially the difference in pronunciations because we have some letter that are difficult
to say in English. So yeah, we’re having just a lot of fun together and just trying to tease
each other.
She adds that the American student “is really interested about Jeddah because he’s a beach
person and he likes diving,” so many of their conversations revolve around his future trip to
Jeddah. And the Indian resident, “he knows Saudis already because most of his colleagues from
the previous program were Saudis.” She laughs when she recounts the integration of the nonSaudis into the group, and adds that “now because me here and one of my friends here and my
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sister is coming, so most of our friends they want to come to Gamuston” for their studies because
“it’s nice to go to a place where you’ll have some friends there.”
Listening to Sheya say about the different Saudis in the program that “sort of we’re from
the same country” makes me smile, and it repeats in a very vivid example the vast cultural
differences within this large and young country. She does not say that Saudis become a
homogenous group because they share the common experience of studying abroad, as Mohanty
(2003) asserted. Instead, I see the students as allies, connected in each others’ individual
assemblages by commonalities and shared aspects such as nationality, language, possibly
religious school of thought, study interests, etc. Hence, while the way in which these shared
aspects and ethnic traditions are turned into practice may differ considerably among the Saudi
students, they are not silenced in the larger group but accepted in a general understanding of the
cultural differences. As for the non-Saudis, they are also nodes in the program’s assemblage. It
seems that the Syrian student is adopted into the Saudi circle by his ethnicity and its overlap with
Saudi ethnicities within Arab culture. The American and Indian student with their interest and
knowledge of Saudi culture may be seen as foreign allies who are open to learning the
pronunciation of some Arabic words and with whom Sheya can share jokes and a friendly work
environment. Thinking with the different positions of margin and center within the Western
teaching machine (Spivak, 1993/2009), it seems that within the larger cultural spaces of
Gamuston and the university, the Saudi students are carving out a dominant social space within
the margin of the larger structural systems of their U.S. program. These various subfields of
margin and center are important in this description because solely speaking of the Saudi
students’ centrality within their environment is complicated by culturally meaningful aspects the
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students lack in their daily life. In Sheya’s case, she tells me, it is the unrestricted transportation,
the social gatherings, and the Arabic food and music she misses.
Meaningful Cultural Specifics
Apart from her missing her friends and family, Sheya tells me that living in Gamuston
makes her long for specific activities and aspects of life she used to enjoy in Jeddah. For
example, she remembers, “I wasn’t used to staying at home for five or six days. I always used to
go to cafés, spend some time with my friends,” but with the inconvenience of relying on public
transportation or on rides from friends, her social life has decreased. Not driving herself and
having to use the unreliable bus system, “that’s one main thing that’s a discomfort” for her. The
weekly family gatherings with members from her mother’s side of the family, and the food they
eat together, is another routine that she misses. With a mocked pained expression, she laughs as
she tells me, “They always send me a picture of food because we have family gathering every
Friday. I say, ‘Please don’t tease me. Please don’t send me the pictures.’ They kept sending me
pictures.” When I ask her what her favorite dishes are, she says “molokhia…and I miss konafa,”
the former green-leafy thick stew that neither of us seems to be able to master in the U.S. and the
latter a sweet syrupy dessert often served in Ramadan. She even “wrote a long list of food. I told
them, ‘When I come back in Christmas, you have to cook these for me,’” and we laugh. “Food
and songs,” she nods are the two items she finds “unique for the Gulf countries.” While they are
“not the same or exact” across the Arab states, they have “similar food and even the songs,
similar tones.” To her, Arabic music “is different than the other musics,” and when I ask her how
it is different, she tries to explain, “The tone is different. When you hear you know because
we’re use to it, but if someone foreign would hear it, it would be different for him.” She
remembers a recent trip to a café as an example:
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I went once to a café and I forgot what it’s called. But it was an Arabic café, so when I
came inside I heard the music. I said, “Oh, I would spend the whole day here. I won’t go
out.” It was—they—it was—there was—Arabic songs playing. So, it was the first time
that I hear some Arabic songs here outside [of Saudi Arabia].
I observe Sheya’s fingers gliding rhythmically through the air as she speaks, and ask how it
makes her feel when she hears Arabic songs, intrigued to see how she would verbalize that hand
motion:
Well, I know it makes me remember my home because even here by myself when I
play—when I put some songs in my music, I don’t know, it’s different—different when
you are back home with your friends dancing. It’s different. So, it makes me—it reminds
me of my home.
While Sheya is speaking, I nod my head emphatically. Yes—German bread, the comfort of my
grandmother’s cooking, a friend’s photo in a Berlin neighborhood, these are my “missings,” for
lack of a better word! I consider Sheya’s description of “my home” through Spivak’s
(1993/2009) catachresis, and it is as much geography as it is cultural artifacts, relationality, and
reminders. “My home” is a place where Sheya experiences unrestricted movement with a driver,
weekly family gatherings, familiar dishes whose taste cannot be reproduced in Gamuston, the
familiarity of Arabic “tones,” and the socializing with friends. The powerful “missings” can
even transport Sheya across time and place, to previous and unthought moments. It is not only
specifically Saudi objects, though, that serve as such reminders, but also broader Arabic ones
that are recognized across the Middle East and North Africa, such as an Egyptian musician or a
Middle Eastern dish. “My home,” then, grows in meaning to include aspects of Arab identity,
surpassing physical borders into a transnational space of shared ethnicities. Adding to the
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complexity of Sheya’s “missings” is that they are all connected within a larger grid, meaning
that if I pull at “family,” I would also run along the lines of “gathering,” “food,” “Arabic,” and
possibly even “Islam,” since Friday marks the day of mosque visits and family gatherings in
Muslim-majority countries as Sunday does in Christian-majority societies. Furthermore, the
“missings” are also bound to context since Sheya recognized the object, sound, taste, etc. as
specifically Saudi/Arab in contrast to the explicitly non-Saudi environment. So, I wonder, does
she share her cultural belongings with others in this cultural context?
Covering and Shaking Hands
“No one ever asked me about religion or culture,” she tells me when I ask her if people
ever want to talk to her about Saudi Arabia, “but I remember once when I went to my interview
at [another university in the U.S. Northeast], I met someone in a café and he asked me.” I’m
curious to hear what the conversation was about, so Sheya recalls,
I was waiting for my coffee and he [an unknown man] was next to me, and he said,
“Would you mind if I ask you a question?” And I said, “No.” And he said, I just came
from Dunkin’ Donuts and there’s a woman who wear this” [mimics headscarf with her
hand] and he didn’t know what to call it. And he said, “But it was really different than
your—she was covering even her face. Is it okay?” I said, “Yeah, it’s like liberals, you
know. Some people choose to cover everything, some people choose just to cover their
hair, and some people choose not to even cover their hair. It’s their choice. They choose
not to and they can.”
The man whom Sheya guesses to be in his 20s then asked her some more questions about her
religion, and she “answered him and it was fine. He was really polite.” Although “it depends
upon how the question was asked,” so far “people here are really friendly, they accept you, and
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you can do whatever you want,” so she does not mind responding. She also does not mind
engaging in certain forms of interaction less common in Saudi Arabia, like handshaking between
women and men, and says she has “no problem with it.” In her opinion, “it depends on you, what
do you feel is okay” and for her, “I don’t see that this is a problem.” However, “hugging is
different” and she remembers witnessing an encounter between her cousin and a professor who
wanted to congratulate the woman on her graduation: “He said, ‘Oh, congratulations!’ and he
hugged her. But she said, ‘I hugged back. What should I do? It just happened.’” Although Sheya
is unsure how she would react “if I’d been in that situation,” she offers with a shrug, “sometimes
things just happen and you should just skip it.” There is no ill intent, but “people—some of them,
they don’t know.”
While she is talking, the words “choose” in the conversation with the non-Muslim
stranger immediately stand out to me. Within three sentences, Sheya disputes the misconception
that all, or most, Muslim women are forced by an oppressive entity (father, husband, imams,
Islam, the government) to wear the hijab. Instead, she clearly explains that covering and not
covering hair and face is a personal choice, and illustrates her point by comparing it to liberals,
who may choose to follow less strict interpretations of conduct and dress. It is also interesting to
see that regardless of the other woman’s nationality the man met before her, Sheya is identified
as a reliable source for questions on Islamic dress customs. His polite way of asking and the fact
that people are generally friendly and respectful in this geographical area of the U.S.,
contributes to what she experienced as a pleasant conversation about her religious practices. In
this situation, it should be noted that Sheya and her conversational partner were close in age
and did not share a professional hierarchical relationship, as Sheya’s cousin and her professor
do in the second example. In the case of her cousin and physical touch, the woman and her
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professor have an established vertical hierarchy (Sandoval, 2000) in this academic environment
at the graduation, with her professor as superior and the cousin as subordinate. Furthermore,
asking questions about Islam and religious practices in a conversation does not transgress the
physical boundaries between women and men. Many Islamic scholars and Muslims consider the
latter contact as “haram,”13 particularly in areas like Saudi Arabia with a more literalist
approach to Islam. As Sheya justifies, though, “sometimes things just happen and you should
skip it,” especially if overstepping physical boundaries is done without the cultural and religious
knowledge of a non-Muslim. In less surprising situations, it depends on what “you feel is okay,”
and Sheya seems determined and well aware of how to negotiate her religious convictions and
their practical realization in a non-Islamic, non-Saudi environment.

13

In this context, “haram” means an action that is considered forbidden or sinful.
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Leen
“I’m waiting outside the library,” reads my phone with a message from Leen, just as I
make my way around the building to the entrance of the medical library. When I get closer, a
woman in a thick black jacket, grey comfortable pants, sneakers, and a light brown headscarf
with delicately decorated edges pushes through the doors and spots me. As we make our formal
introductions, she tells me she is so happy to help but is not sure where we can sit to conduct the
interview. Since I have not been to this part of campus before, I suggest we explore and find
ourselves a place. As we climb the stairs side-by-side to the first floor, Leen asks me what got
me interested in working with Saudi women, and I am more than happy to tell her. In a quiet
corner behind ten large rows of bookshelves we find two chairs against a table at the wall and
choose this as our place of conversation for the next two hours. While I set up the two recorders,
Leen reads the consent form intently and signs it. At this point our conversation has become less
chatty and a bit more reserved and polite. However, because we are inside the library, our voice
level has gone down to a loud whisper, which for some reason we both find amusing and we
suppress our grins throughout the next sentences. After signing the consent form, she whispers to
me her pseudonym, and with that we begin our conversation with, at Leen’s choice, her older
brother’s career advice on going abroad.
Educational Quality and Equality
Remembering her brother’s words, Leen mimics him, “‘You have to choose between, if
you want to study abroad, you want to get the high qualification, high career, you should go there
[to a U.S. university]. If you want just a good job…’” and she breaks off and leans toward me,
“you know the government hospital in Jeddah was the National Guard. It’s considered the best
one in Jeddah.” I feel that Leen is giving me this additional information to validate the quality of

200

the Saudi hospital in comparison to the U.S. universities; to be certain, I ask her to tell me what
she means by high career and qualifications:
At our country, they consider the North American certificate is higher than our certificate
here. But you know what I discovered? That our national programs is so good. Yeah, here
in U.S., in my country even, I think in the whole world, they think that only the U.S.
certificate is the most higher.
What she has realized while studying at EAU, though is, “no, we have a good program there in
our country and the people who are graduated, they are very good.” Leen contends that in
research, U.S. institutions may be stronger, “but in clinical? In clinical they are good, but also we
are very good. I’m thinking we—our other programs is also good, it’s not only the U.S. that’s
providing the good programs.” One difference that strikes her, though, is that faculty in U.S.
programs “are treating the graduate students more better” than in Jeddah. Through friends who
have decided to continue their education in local programs, Leen has learned “they are under
very high stress, a lot of requirement, clinical requirement, and the staff there, they are very
tough.” The biggest difference to her experiences at EAU, though, is that faculty in Jeddah
“sometimes they are not respecting the students” although they are “not like undergrad, most of
them are doctors. So you should respect them.” In contrast, in her current program, “the dealing
with the graduate students is so different. At least they respect you.” So what upsets her, then, is
that her school “accept a lot of Saudi people because of the money. And this is bad thing.
Because when you go to the university and then you go to this school, you’re going to see a lot
of Saudi people.” Not certain I can follow, I ask her if that is a bad thing, and Leen clarifies,
Yeah, I mean, no. Actually, if you’re going to accept—yeah. You know the fees? For me
it’s okay because it’s research program. But for clinical program, they sometimes they
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took three times more than the other [students], for Saudi people. And the Saudi Cultural
Commission, the one who pay for us, they pay because they want position for Saudi
people to study.
Leen tells me she suspects that the commission “don’t know that the university here they ask
about three times more fees or two times” and adds with a shake of the head, “This is too much.”
Of all the interviews in which the high fees for Saudi students and the belief of superiority
in Western degrees came up, Leen is probably the one who addresses and criticizes it the most
directly. Again, the requirement by the Saudi hospitals for employees to obtain a North American
degree if they wish to resume an academic position perpetuates the widespread belief that these
programs are stronger and more qualified than, in this case, Saudi programs. Leen explicitly
adds that this belief is not just held by Saudi and U.S. schools, but “I think in the whole world,”
and as a foreigner to the U.S. myself I can attest to this view from a Western/Central European
and Russian standpoint. Interestingly, she does not diminish the quality of U.S. education and
elevate Saudi schools but levels the two with the words “also we are very good.” In this sense,
Leen argues for an elimination of the hierarchical power dynamics (Sandoval, 2000) and instead
points toward internal differences, for example the respectful treatment of students by faculty she
has experienced at EAU as compared to Jeddah. Similar to the U.S. passport, the North
American certificate may be perceived to represent greater educational quality, knowledge, or
skills – a view that has been carefully crafted, promoted, and sustained in developing countries
since the Cold War (Kabel, 2014). However, its real power lies in the educational currency it
possesses. By becoming a Western educated Saudi scholar, Leen elevates her academic value
and, in extension, the value and reputation of the hospital that employs her – not necessarily by
the knowledge gain but by attending an educational system whose reputation is worth investing
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in. At the same time, Leen is made the vehicle between the Saudi Cultural Commission and the
U.S. educational institutions that is intricately complicit in the perpetuation of the raised value in
Western certificates. By extension, she also becomes complicit in the diminishing of her Saudieducated colleagues’ academic values. And yet, with the potential of a “high career” as opposed
to “just a good job,” it is an opportunity for Leen that is difficult to refuse. Her role as an acting
member within both educational systems, though, affords her the position to critique them from
within (Spivak, 1993/2009) and challenge the practices of increased tuition charges. If U.S.
universities can no longer benefit financially from Saudi students’ increased tuition, though, as
per Leen’s critique, future Saudi applicants may experience greater competition in their attempt
to secure a student position. But would that be so terrible for local Saudi programs? I’m left to
wonder, is it that the Commission has so little faith in local Saudi programs? Is it maybe that
differences in quality are so large among Saudi programs that only an established and
accredited Western institution can be trusted to fulfill certain minimum requirements? Or is the
Commission knowingly buying U.S. certificates, thereby forging and sustaining bi-national
connections to their advantage, elevating their own academic reputation in the (Eastern) world?
As with the complex identities of my participants, I have certainly not exhausted the multitude of
contributing factors that may move the Saudi Cultural Commission to maintain this academic
relationship.
With these critical insights from Leen’s recent experiences as a student at EAU, I ask her
what she expected from her studies abroad and how those expectations compare to her
experiences of living in Gamuston for one semester now.
Expectations and reality
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When Leen received her scholarship to study in the U.S., “they give me about seven
years to do my master degree, to do my PhD degree, and to do a two-year clinical certificate”
and she planned on using all three offers. But when she moved to Gamuston,
I just changed my mind. Before I came here I was very excited to complete, to tell my
family “I will spend the whole seven years.” But I was thinking I will not be able to
complete the whole seven years, I cannot. It’s so difficult.
She further explains,
People here in my country they’re thinking that all traveling outside and studying, it’s so
entertaining. No, it’s not like this. It’s so hard. Even more harder when you don’t have
someone with you—brother, husband, father anyone who—sister. It’s so difficult living
alone.
Her friends who have lived in Gamuston for one or two years keep telling her “it’s my first
semester, so you would be adapted later on” and to “just be patient.” And yet she confides, “it’s
difficult to control your emotion and sometimes I just stay at home alone and just start crying.”
At first, she used to share her sorrows with her mother in their daily phone calls. After a while,
though, the mother “became obnoxious or something about me, so I stopped telling her that I’m
tired” of living in Gamuston. And I cannot help myself but crack a smile remembering the many
times my own mother had become “obnoxious” with me during my college years in the
Netherlands. In fact, Leen says that when she initially told her mother about her acceptance to
EAU, “she didn’t call me for about three days,” so that her father had to mediate and remind the
mother, “‘If she got married, she will leave you, so it’s the same. She cannot stay the whole life
with you,’” an argument she could not dispute.
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In addition to the homesickness, Leen also has problems following conversations with
students and faculty: “I have difficulty with American accents. Till now, I cannot understand
everything.” So it is just helpful that “they respect that it is not our native language” and do not
care “if you speak properly or correct or incorrect.” This stands in contrast to what she has
experienced in Jeddah: “if we speak with Saudi people in English—sometimes in interview they
ask you to speak in English—you feel ashamed that they make you feel that you don’t know how
to speak properly.”
So would she apply again to study in the U.S. if she knew what it felt like now? Leen is
unsure, and does not even know “if I return back [to Jeddah] in December, I don’t know if I will
come return back next semester here.” Her friends try to ease her discomfort by saying, “just
consider this two years like vacation,” but she says, “maybe if you are connected so much with
your family, you would have very large difficulty” like Leen has now. She tells me reflectively,
“You know, I was thinking that U.S. is something wow. Now, no, they are normal people. Yeah,
they are more organized than our country. They have a system, but nothing more.” And this view
even affects how U.S. trained Saudi faculty in her hospital are perceived:
When they speak and when you see the people—the personalities changed and they are
totally different, so you’re thinking, “Oh my God. What is this?” You know, they are
totally confident. They are great. They are good clinician—academic and clinician. They
are very good. So, you are thinking that when you came here you will become like them,
okay?
Instead though, “you discover that you are the one who’s—it’s not about the program,” because
“if you want to change yourself, you will change it to better,” independent of the program or
university.
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Listening to Leen’s critical and self-reflective back and forth on Saudi and U.S. culture
and education, and her own positionality between and within the two, it sounds to me like the
practical realization of Spivak’s (1993/2009) deconstructive project of marginality. She
acknowledges the academic opportunities she gains from studying at EAU and in Jeddah;
simultaneously, she takes critical stances on both. For example, Leen addresses language
difficulties she encounters with American speakers, and yet they are the ones – and not her Saudi
professors – that put Leen at ease with support and patience. The admiration she held for U.S.
Americans and U.S. trained clinicians and academicians also changed in the last couple of
months, but again Leen does not undermine their character, skills, or knowledge. Instead she
neutralizes the misconception, maybe humanizes it as “normal people.” So, when Leen discusses
her reflections on these realizations, she also showcases the Saudi complicity in upholding
stereotypes of Western cultural and educational superiority and U.S. exceptionalism.
Interestingly, it seems that Leen does view U.S. programs and study abroad opportunities as
potentials for students “to better” themselves. And yet, whether someone acquires the desired
and admired “confident attitude” and the good clinical and academic skills depends on their
personality and their decision to “change yourself.” Admission to and completion of the EAU
program does not provide this change by default.
On a personal, relational level, there are more complex layers of Leen’s positionalities
that she exposes: The close connection to family members helps her through the loneliness she
experiences but could also be a reason for her to return to Jeddah after just one semester.
Sharing these feelings with her mother with whom she is very close does not help their
relationship because of the geographical divide. However, not keeping her feelings of isolation
to herself and crying when she is alone in her apartment puts her in a difficult position, too.
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Noteworthy is that Leen counts off the male family members when reminiscing the loneliness in
Gamuston, and only mentions a sister last. The order of this enumeration reminds me that
studying abroad and doing that with a travel companion is still a gendered undertaking,
particularly when other large scholarship programs necessitate a “mahram” to accompany a
woman student, or when it is custom for Saudi men to help their daughters and sisters set up
their homes abroad. In Leen’s case it was her father who spent the first three weeks with her in
Gamuston to help get settled.
Saudi Acquaintances in Gamuston
After finding an apartment and within a short period of time, Leen’s father got to know
another Saudi family in the neighborhood and introduced his daughter to her first acquaintances
in the city. “My father know one of the Saudi men here. He saw him one day” and the men just
began talking. To explain this encounter, Leen says:
You know, for example in my country, we have a—for example—the Indian people,
they are all together. Even if they don’t know each other there and they in another
country, they come together. So, here it’s the same thing. So my father told me that this
man, his wife, and his daughter, they’re here and they are very nice.
Although “they’re not from Jeddah, they’re from Riyadh,” Leen’s father found them to be “very
nice so he introduced me to them” and they still ask her over, which she excuses because she
does not have time with all her schoolwork. She shares that it has not been her initial intention to
meet the Saudi community:
The people from my country, you know, they a little bit elevate your pain. Because when
I come here I was thinking, no, we have to make friends from U.S. and you have to deal
with them a lot, so you can—because I have to improve my language.
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Instead, though, she found, “when I came here, I just looking for Arabic people, Saudi people
because when you stay with them, you feel that you’re in your country, in your home.”
Apparently there are many Arabs and Saudis on campus, “so I didn’t find it so difficult” to live
in this city. In fact, in Gamuston and other places with large Arab communities, “you don’t feel
you are a stranger, even with hijab.”
Leen continues to illustrate to me different sides of issues that may initially appear
commonsensical: meeting other Saudis in the community would make her feel like home.
However, the bittersweetness in these encounters – “they a little bit elevate your pain” – also
means that feelings of being home simultaneously serve as reminders of being away from home.
Knowing that there is an Arab community with people who want to spend time with Leen is also
a reminder that she does not actually have any time to meet with these people. When she speaks
about the intention of making U.S. friends to improve her language, I am reminded of my time as
an exchange student in the U.S. and my area representative’s warning to not acquaint any other
German students and speak in my language because it would be rude and offensive to the
Americans around me. This often left me lonely and secluded, when I knew there was another
German student across the street or in the next classroom who may be having quite similar
experiences to mine. Therefore, I am joyful to see Leen abandoning her plans of staying away
from other Saudis for the sake of language learning. The result is a consolidating feeling “that
you’re in your country.” When she says this and adds “even with hijab” it appears that her
membership in this intimate circle of Arab acquaintances who share cultural and religious
customs and beliefs helps mitigate the larger social context in which wearing hijab stands out as
different. In this way, Leen resists the dominant space of U.S. culture from within the margin of
the Arab community (Spivak, 1993/2009). The problematic identification of margin and center,
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though, becomes apparent when I examine the powerful workings of the Saudi community.
Despite its perceived marginality in the larger U.S. society, this space enables and supports Leen
as a hijabi Saudi woman graduate student and allows her to feel a strong cultural and religious
familiarity. Thereby, it could be regarded as a centric space in itself.
Thinking further, I ask myself what this space means for its occupants and what it does for
them. In Leen’s case, it retains ethnic artifacts, customs, relations, and histories that are both
national (Saudi) and transnational (Arab). This membership does not exclude her from
experiencing U.S. culture, though. To the contrary, I would argue that being able to retain her
complex ethnic identity within this community and being supported by students in similar
situations helps her navigate the larger U.S. cultural context of the school, the grocery store, the
transit system, the apartment community, etc. Clustering of non-natives has often been criticized
as an unwillingness to integrate into the host community, and thereby deemed “ethnic” people’s
“cultural and social resources…as deficient for the purpose of participating in society”
(Anthias, 2014, p. 15). In the case of Muslims and Arabs, their communities have at times also
been regarded as hostile and as potential threats to Western societies and values (e.g., Leiken,
2005). And yet, Leen finds such support in the people and language familiar to her, equating it to
the Indian community in Saudi Arabia, that she is able to successfully be a student at EAU and a
Saudi woman living in Gamuston—with a little bit of elevated pain but with her choice of
company. Her communities give her the confidence and strength to navigate the unfamiliar
worlds she encounters in Gamuston.
Stereotyping Saudis
The conversation moves from Leen telling me about not feeling like a stranger in the Arab
community to me telling her about my experiences of opening my mouth to speak, identifying
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myself as non-American, and being demanded to disclose my “real home.” Leen chimes in with
her own similar experiences:
When I moved to America, I would avoid the question that they ask you from where you
are and I told them from Saudi Arabia, because here in the media, that—now with the ISIS
and a lot of Americans think that when you say Saudi Arabia, it’s the source of terrorism. I
start hating saying that I’m from Saudi Arabia. A lot of them, they’re asking, and, “Oh no,
don’t ask me please.”
It is generally professors who make such comments, and to explain, she gives me an example of
a professor who, during a seminar, told his Saudi students, “I went to [a Gulf country], okay? I
just imagine—I just afraid to go to Saudi Arabia. I was thinking that the people shoot you.” Leen
laughs out her rhetorical question of “What is this?” to me and says that on this day, “I cannot
understand everything, so I just keep laughing. And he’s my professor and he’s my program
director. So I ignore what he’s saying.” On another day in a seminar, the same professor used
Leen as an example and explained her wearing of hijab “because her culture.” She says, “I was
jut about to tell him that, ‘No, it’s not my culture. It’s my religion. There is a difference,’” but
decided to ignore it. His regular remarks to students from Gulf countries as “you are very rich
people” show that he has “a wrong picture about us. No, we have poor people. We have like
here.” When I ask if she ever decided to talk to him about these remarks, she says resolutely,
“No, actually if someone else, I will talk. But because he’s my program director—so I’m afraid
from…” and trails off her sentence and restarts with a recent conversation she had with her sister
who is studying in Washington, D.C.:
My sister told me that there is a warning from ISIS to here—to Washington, D.C., and
she told me “Just pray that everything will be okay, because if there is something happen
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here, our scholarship—we will face a lot of difficulty here.” Even during traveling,
during entering the U.S. and it will be so difficult.
She looks me square in the eye when she says, “You remember the 11th of September? Some
[Saudi] students—they just prevent them from coming here [to the U.S.] and they almost, they
finish two years of the program—and they prevent them from entering U.S. again.” She adds,
“I’m just praying that everything will be okay now, and I just want to finish and return back” to
which we respond in unison, “Insha’Allah.”14
How can ethnicity and religion be conceived as neutral terms when there is so much
animosity attached to some, I wonder out loud and absent-mindedly, and not directly to Leen.
She answers anyway: “Even if they said something wrong, you have to defend about the religion.
You have to. But you have to respect. We have something that, if you see the truth, you don’t
need to be afraid.” Going back to the previous examples of her program director, though, she
adds that, “he is so old. You know, when he speaks something like that I just remind myself, he’s
like my grandfather. And you know old people, they speak sometimes like that.” If he were
young, she would approach him, but “because he’s very old, so I just ignore him. Sometimes you
don’t have to prove that you are right every time.”
While I have my own experiences of being demanded to disclose my ethnicity, the
repercussions can be very different for my answer and Leen’s. In my case, in the U.S. people
often respond with, either, their travel plans to Europe or their fourth-generation
German/Dutch/French ancestry (and one-sixteenth native American)—a conversation I entertain
with much polite smiling. Leen, however, is afraid of the response she may gather from
disclosing her ethnicity because of the damaging videos and photos mainstream media has used
to create and nourish the synonymous use of Saudi Arabia as “the country of terrorism,” as she
14

Transl.: God willing
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says. Our outward identifications in the U.S. are also different: I’m placed in the ethnic category
of White Euro-American before I speak by U.S. Americans and non-U.S. Americans alike, and
probably in the Christian, not Muslim, category for religious affiliation, resembling very much
the majority culture in Gamuston. Leen is recognized by her hijab alone as non-White-EuroAmerican, non-Christian, Muslim, and probably Arab (in line with her professor’s
understanding that hijab is an expression of culture). Ironically, both of us are international
students, but I am identified as part of the center of the Western teaching machine (Spivak,
1993/2009), while Leen is positioned in the margin of it despite our identical student visa
statuses. Throughout her narratives, it is clear that she clearly understands the particular
perceptions the West has about Saudis and the Kingdom, particularly those perpetuated by the
media and then repeated back at her in professional spaces such as her seminars. The obvious
hierarchical power difference (Sandoval, 2000) between Leen, the young Saudi woman student,
and her professor, the elder U.S. male teacher, informs her decision to not address his
stereotypical remarks. In the intersectionality of ethnicity, age, professional status, gender, and
English language ability, Leen is on the disempowered side of the power binary. Meanwhile, the
professor appears to use his professional status as a platform to propagate his personal opinion
about Saudi and Gulf culture and does so during seminars in which it is difficult for students to
respond or remove themselves. Justifying her refusal to confront the professor, Leen instead
counters that “you don’t have to prove that you are right every time.” She gains strength from
knowing her ethnicity and culture in their complexities. In moments that may threaten the status
of her student visa in the U.S., such as after 9/11, this reassurance helps her not “to be afraid.”
In situations in which she is confronted with her professor’s opinions on Saudi culture, this same
knowledge helps her to “just ignore him.”
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These encounters and her studies at EAU in general made Leen reflect on some of her
customs in Jeddah, she tells me. And she even changed her mind about uncovering her face in
Saudi Arabia.
(Un)covering in Saudi Arabia
“I’m thinking now when I return home, I cannot cover my face, and my family is okay
with it. If you don’t want to cover your face, it’s okay.” The thought occurred to her while living
in Gamuston and, “I just change my mind.” In the same reflective and nuanced way she has been
speaking for the past hour, she now explains to me the advantages of covering the face in
everyday public places and the disadvantages in her work place: “You know, when I go to, for
example, mall or shopping, I have to cover because the people there [in Saudi Arabia] is not like
here [in the U.S.].” A benefit of a covered face is, that “no one see you. No one care about you.
No one—you do what you want. No one care, so you feel more comfortable if you can just
cover.” When she returns to work in the hospital in Jeddah, though “it will become more easy if I
uncover my face,” because “dealing with our colleagues, dealing with faculty—male there—it
will become more easier if you are uncover your face.” It was the men who “found it like a
barrier” when she was a college student and “they know me now because I’m staff also.” But as
a student, “I remember that they know the people who uncover their face—they are female—
more than us because they don’t know our face. So, they cannot remember us even if you are
good—better than them.” With a big laugh she adds, “so now I just regret that. Why I cover my
face? Why?” I respond to her laughter with a big smile, eager to know more. “You know, you’re
raised with something, so you cannot change it that easy” but asks herself, “‘How will I wear it
again?’ I don’t know.” Listening to these thoughts that seem so personal and deeply reflective, I
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barely dare to breathe and just nod at her words encouragingly. She has had similar
conversations with two of her close friends on the topic:
One of my friends, the friend who’s in Riyadh, she start her National Board Program.
And she told me because she’s in Riyadh, not in Jeddah, so, the people are more
conservative, “What are you going to do? Should I cover or uncover my face?” I told her,
“Look, if you want—you’re a professor. You want them to know you, you should
uncover your face.”
In Jeddah, however, where Leen works, “you have a lot of people not Saudi and from every
country” compared to Riyadh:
She told me, “No, this is totally different from Jeddah.” But she uncover her face. But
after two weeks I think she told me, “Uh, no I regret. Why? I feel like a stranger because
most of the female there, they are—all of them cover their face. I’m the only one, a few
of us uncover.”
To lend her support, Leen advised her to “just ignore the people who didn’t respect you” and
wait for the professors to “know you better. So you will be adapted with this.” The conversation
with her close friend in Jeddah was different, as expected, because “she’s already—she didn’t
cover her face.” Instead, based on the experience of not covering her face at EAU, she
remembers her rhetorical question in a mock-accusatory voice, “‘Why you didn’t tell me
before?’” Here I think she is referring to the advantages, but I don’t feel like interrupting the
hearty laughter that follows in order to clarify.
Here, Leen both dismantles any form of a monolithic Saudi woman (Mohanty, 2003) and
complexifies how Islam finds different expressions in people depending on family customs, local
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geographical traditions, personal preference, travel, and the “madhhab.”15 For example,
through her studies at EAU, Leen has begun to contemplate her decision of covering or
uncovering her face upon returning to the Kingdom. When she used to cover her face, male
students and professors did not recognize her as well as female student with uncovered faces,
meaning that it served as a barrier. She points out, though, that with the status of a faculty
member now, the issue of recognition may have become less problematic because she is by status
in a closer relationship with the other male professors who are now colleagues. Even in Jeddah,
though, a less conservative interpretation of hijab is favored and rewarded through better
interaction by faculty. As Leen illustrated through her friend’s example in Riyadh, though, the
choice of uncovering the face is also highly influenced by the insider or outsider status it can
create depending on the social environment of the location. In the less conservative environment
of Jeddah, Leen may choose to be part of the majority of uncovered women when she returns,
compared to her friend in Riyadh who suddenly found herself in a minority group among her
covered peers. In the friend’s case, the cost of uncovering and gaining recognition among those
in equal or elevated positions, then, is potential disrespect from those who follow more
conservative religious traditions and expect others to do the same.
On a familial level, even generational traditions and thereby geographical traditions that
have been transported from parents’ or grandparents’ geographical roots can determine
whether a woman may have the option to choose to cover or uncover her face. In Leen’s case,
she is quick to point out that her “family is okay with it.” Informed by the various contextual
layers, Leen is the interacting, negotiating, and reflecting agency in her story.
My head is spinning from the multitude of aspects that are at play in the seemingly binary
practice of covering or not covering one’s face. I am finding it somewhat difficult to use either
15

Transl.: School of thought within Islamic jurisprudence
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Spivak’s (1993/2009) marginality or Sandoval’s (2000) power dynamics in pinpointing Leen’s
position in the “here” and “there,” the “upper” or “lower,” and “inside” and “outside,”
because of all the convolutedness and mass of nodes within the larger assemblage. What does
her (un)covering tell me about who Leen is and what her ethnicities are? And who do people
think she may be with an (un)covered face? The very instance I finish this thought, I cringe and
reprimand myself for falling into the same practices of identifying, signifying, and making known
(to myself, to my committee) that I am writing to resist. Time and time again, I feel drawn into
the practice of concluding this long list of “and…and…and…”s (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) with
a neat summarizing sentence of Leen’s essential positionalities. And rightly so I fail. With my
theorists I am able to explore many of these nodes contributing to the complex topic of
(un)covering as part of Leen’s ethnicities. They help me visualize the rhizome of ethnic identity
in all its richness and convolutedness and draw my awareness to the point that choices may, in
fact, be necessities, requirements, wishes, experiences in the making. They are also always value
laden. I need to remind myself that there are positionalities that we want or can or cannot not
want to inhabit (Spivak, 1993/2009), and Leen’s critiques help me interrogate these
complexities.

216

Lolo
Lolo proposed that we meet at a pancake restaurant in the suburbs, farther away from all
the places I conducted the other interviews at and in a rural area I have not visited before. When I
pull into the parking lot, I read her text message that she has found a table by the windows. As I
enter, I scan the rows of tables but can’t find her. Then an arm with a golden bracelet rises up
from one of the booths and a friendly face with deep brown eyes and a warm smile waves me
over, making her brown long curls fall into her face. Arriving at the table, I take the couch
opposite Lolo and we introduce ourselves. Just as we are beginning our small-talk, a waitress
comes over to take our orders, and we both opt for coffee. Lolo, menu in hand, tells me that this
is her favorite breakfast place because of the buttermilk pancakes that remind her of her mother’s
cooking, and I have a pleasant wave of anticipation wash over me, feeling that this will be a very
insightful conversation. As the waitress puts down our mugs, I also realize that recording our
conversation may be a challenge with the audible chatter around us. Consent forms are signed
and recorders are placed on the table – strategically, one closer to Lolo and one closer to me –
and she tells me she wants to begin her story with her teenage years and the hero she found in her
mother.
Mother the hero
“My parents are divorced and I really appreciate that event in my life, because that made
me very, very strong,” Lolo begins our conversation. “I would’ve never completed my
education, I would never be stronger,” until she learned from her mother that “education was
something very important in any woman’s life.” Her mother “completed her education, but she
didn’t work” but following the divorce, “she got a certificate…and she got a job and she started
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to rely on herself,” which influenced Lolo to complete her own studies. “She’s my hero,” she
says with a straight face, looking me square in the eye, and explains,
She didn’t want anyone to help her. She did everything for us to get a better life. For
example, before my mom got divorced, I was in public school, but when I lived with my
mom she worked very, very hard to make me study in private school—to get a better
education, to get better friends.
The difference in Saudi Arabia is that “public [school] is free for any student, but private school
a little bit expensive. Actually in the public school they don’t care about the students because
public schools usually have a lot of students.” The result is that “you cannot focus, you cannot
get better information.” When Lolo was thinking about studying abroad, her mother, father, and
her five brothers “encouraged me because they want me to study abroad to get better education,
as my brother” who just graduated from a university in Canada. And the support her mother gave
her by coming “with me at the beginning when I came here to the United States because she
knew that it’s difficult to find a home” was invaluable. Together they looked for a home, bought
furniture, and the mother helped her “at the beginning because I used to not care about paying
the rent, and paying the utilities, and also about doing grocery and laundry.” Now that Lolo’s
mother is in Riyadh and Lolo has lived with her brother in Gamuston for almost half a year, they
call each other “maybe three times per day.” I think I may have misheard, so when she sees my
confused face, she adds, “Yeah, we talk all the day. Actually, sometimes we leave the phone and
eat and doing our, for example, cleaning, and she’s on the phone with us.” So when she observes
U.S. culture, she says, “I feel like something very, very bad that children don’t contact their
parents—only on this holiday [of Christmas]. Because parents who raise you, who spent a lot of
time to take care of you, it’s important to me.” Lolo wants “to return this favor” to her mother of
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studying abroad and “after I completed my education, I’m thinking about getting a job and taking
care of my mom. I’m thinking about buying a home for her, because she doesn’t have a home.
She has a rented apartment.” As her child, she feels “this is my responsibility to take care of my
mom when she gets older.”
When Lolo says that her parents’ divorce “really changed my life in a positive way,” I
can empathize, having seen my own mother bloom with energy and determination in her
education and work after my parents’ split. However, considering that raising six children is
different than two, that my mother already had a place of employment whereas Lolo’s was just
getting situated, and in two cultural systems in which family customs and gender roles are
valued very differently, I am certainly not equating the two experiences. The differences between
public and private school, as Lolo explains them on her own upbringing, illustrate how class and
educational tracking play into one another and create very distinct vertical and horizontal
powers dynamics (Sandoval, 2000). In Saudi private schools that have a considerably smaller
student-teacher ratio, students are given more attention and more focused teaching, preparing
them better for college and thereby enabling them for more advantageous employment. Lolo also
mentions that her mother’s choice and investment into private school was for Lolo to “get better
friends,” maybe assuming that they would share the mother’s family values or the understanding
of education as a valuable asset. On a horizontal line, forging these circles of friends can help
sustain educational improvement and later professional success beyond the local community,
and in Lolo’s case even transnationally.
I also notice that family relations are very important in Lolo’s family and to an extent
that conversations between her, her brother who lives with her in Gamuston, and her mother
take place on a daily basis. What is so interesting about this is that phone calls do not revolve
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around reporting and exchanging information, but they are used to create a shared cultural,
relational, and emotional space. The phone becomes a medium through which a third space is
produced: Lolo and her routines in Gamuston (cleaning, eating, cooking, etc.) and her mother
with her daily doings coexist side by side beyond physical borders, geographical distance, and
time zones. Not only does Lolo wish to have these frequent calls with her mother, but she
expresses the practice as a significant cultural custom (collectivist) that varies from U.S. cultural
customs (individualist), where major holidays are often used to bond with family members. In
fact, for Lolo it is a child’s obligation to uphold the close and regular connection to a parent
(and generally the mother). Whether her brother is part of the phone calls, I am not sure. What
Lolo does point out about their relationship as siblings, though, is their mutual agreement of
living far away from other Saudi families.
Living with Brother without Saudis
There are certain requirements for students of King Abdullah scholarships like Lolo, for
example, applicants must have a college degree and be not older than 27, she tells me. Also, “for
women, we cannot travel without husband, or brother, or any man. I don’t know what they’re
called, protectors?” With a scoff in her voice, she adds, “I don’t need any man to protect me. I’m
old enough to protect myself.” Only women have to abide by this regulation, but because
arranging for husbands, brothers, or fathers to leave Saudi Arabia for extended periods of time,
not everyone follows the requirements exactly: “I know women here, their father or brother
visited them every while, like every three months,” but the women live on their own the rest of
the time. She is glad to have her brother living in Gamuston with her, but is simultaneously
discontent: “I think it’s very ridiculous because my brother now, he’s wasting his time.” Before
Gamuston, he used to study with her as a student enrolled in an English intensive course in the
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north-central U.S., but he soon quit, so now “he does nothing. He just sleep and play online
games all the time.” What upsets her even more is, “he quit his job before coming here just to
stay with me because this is the rule. Sometimes they check.” Despite the requirements, “the
good side of this, they pay for it. My brother wants to complete his education. They pay full
tuition and they pay for him everything.” Unfortunately, though, he “doesn’t want to study…and
he just switch his visa from student to visitor.” Lolo is still hoping he will eventually enroll
again, “because it’s great opportunity because they will pay for the full tuition for him.” When
she tries to encourage him, he responds “‘Okay. I will try,’” to which we simultaneously
respond, “insha’Allah”16 and then break out in laughter. Catching her breath, Lolo says, “He
always said that. It means no, but in polite way.”
Before I met Lolo, I had been aware of the King Abdullah scholarship requirement for
women students to be accompanied in their studies abroad by a “mahram.” Up until now,
however, I have not actually heard my other participants mention this directly because their
scholarships are granted by their employers, the hospitals and universities, as opposed to the
government. This space is highly gendered because male students do not have the same
requirements. Lolo contests this arrangement by countering the vertical gendered power
relations of Saudi women conceptualized as in need of protection (weak, lacking) and Saudi men
as their protectors (strong, leading). What is happening on a horizontal level (Sandoval, 2000),
then, is a reenactment of Saudi cultural and jurisprudential customs outside the Kingdom itself
in a different country. While some of Lolo’s friends reproduce the more liberal translations of
Saudi law by male family members visiting but not residing with the women students, Lolo and
her family fully abide by the rules. Seeing how Lolo longs for conversation with her family,
though, having a close relative live with her may lessen feelings of homesickness or loneliness.
16

Transl.: God willing
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Another option could be living arrangements in close proximity to other Saudis, but Lolo
emphasizes that she deliberately did not move to an apartment with other Saudis in the
community.
My university is very far from my home. But I’m very happy at my home. I stay three
months here in the United States looking for home and searching for house, apartment,
furniture and everything like that. So I choose this home because it’s very far from Saudi
students. I didn’t want to stay in a complex or property that has Saudi students.
Although Saudi friends in Gamuston and at her university encouraged Lolo to live closer to
campus or in communities with them, “I don’t prefer to live in property with a lot of Saudi
students because I want to feel comfortable.” Her current property “has only American and
families.” Curious to learn how she makes sense of “comfortable,” I ask, and Lolo explains:
I don’t know. I feel Saudi students especially boys are very curious. For example, they
talk behind you. For example, “You came back late at night.” Like that, I don’t know.
They’re very curious. They will notice that when you get home at 1:00 a.m. And also,
it’s—for me, I don’t wear hijab. They will talk behind me about like I’m not wearing
hijab.
In the north-central U.S. she “lived in a complex where maybe three or four Saudi families”
resided. When Lolo received packages from her online purchases, they would remark, “‘Oh, you
order a lot’” and “put their nose in business that they don’t have to take care of.” She asks me if I
understand what she means, to which I nod emphatically. “I don’t like that and I don’t like to
hear rumor,” so living in this neighborhood now, “I’m very happy because I don’t have—
actually there’s one Saudi neighbor but she’s far from me.” Her brother also agrees with the
arrangement, and Lolo can see other Saudis in her classes at the university, or “I can gather with
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them once a week, I don’t mind that.” Since her negative experiences in the other city, though,
this physical distance is “very important” to her.
Lolo’s narrative clearly points to the difference between the obligation to see and meet
with other Saudis and the option of choosing to engage with the community when she wishes. She
has learned from past living arrangements that the collectivist cultural traditions as they may be
present in Saudi Arabia are reproduced in U.S. communities of Saudis as well, possibly even
more intensely. When Lolo previously engaged in activities that may be deviant from some
cultural norms held by her neighbors, such as removing her hijab, receiving packages, and
leaving and returning to the house at her convenience, she received scrutiny and there were even
rumors spread about her. The community and clustering of Saudis, then, can be a double-edged
sword: on the one hand, the closeness can help students feel less lonely and strange in their new
surrounding, and they may be able to receive emotional support and help with everyday needs.
On the other hand, these microenvironments that are the margins within the Western cultural
center (Spivak, 1993/2009) are made of certain cultural routines and traditions that are upheld,
recognized, and reproduced by its Saudi members. Breaking with certain conventions may result
in reprimand or negative repercussions, like the inquisitive behavior, judgmental remarks, or
talking behind her back that Lolo received. The backlash may be particularly severe because of
Lolo’s gender and the necessity to be protected, or controlled. So to avoid this treatment, Lolo
physically makes herself an outsider to the Saudi living community while simultaneously
remaining an insider by ethnicity, just less available and less controlled by it. In this way, the
Saudi margin acts as a centric space by pushing Saudis with divergent cultural practices like
Lolo further into the margins, or, in Lolo and her brother’s case, into their own individual
marginal space within the cultural center of Gamuston. Ironically, Lolo tells me next that she
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neither identifies ethnically as fully Saudi nor has she been fully recognized as Saudi in her own
community in Riyadh.
Uzbek family roots
“I didn’t mention that. I’m not originally Saudi Arabian, my grand-grandparents moved
to Saudi Arabia I think 80 or 90 years ago. They are Uzbek.” When she was living in Riyadh, she
says “actually, I used to not mention anything about my originality” because growing up looking
different was not easy:
It was very difficult to me because I have been discriminated against because I was
originally from Riyadh and I was born there. I grew up there. I went to school there and
my whole life I have been discredited because I’m not from Riyadh. They always tell
that, “Oh, you’re not originally Saudi Arabian” because I don’t look like Saudi Arabian.
When I ask Lolo about the difference in appearance, she explains that, “Saudi Arabian has the
dark—darker skin. So I mean, their face. They look like more Indian. It’s obvious for them that
I’m not originally Saudi Arabian because I have a lighter skin, I have smaller eyes.” Her
mother’s grandparents had moved from Uzbekistan to the Kingdom and she “always felt bad”
about being regarded as a foreigner. That is why “I’m happy here in the United States because
there’s no difference between people,” and she adds, “I cannot go back to my country anymore
because when I came here to the United States, I felt I got rid of all of this social pressure and
I’m more independent.” After the program, Lolo is “thinking about settling down here in the
United States or Turkey,” but prefers the latter. She has even taught herself Turkish because
“they have a similar language” to Uzbek and the main reason for her preference is
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because it’s Islamic—Muslim country, so I feel better than living, for example, in the
United States or the United Kingdom. You can pray any place, because they are Muslim.
At the same time, they are not close-minded as Saudi Arabia.
And with these words, Lolo removes the remaining idea, if there were any left, of the
existence of a Saudi ethnic essence. She grew up all her life in Saudi Arabia, speaks Arabic, has
been surrounded by Saudi culture, has a Saudi passport, was born to Saudi parents, and studies
abroad on a Saudi-only scholarship. Even in the Saudi communities in the U.S. she is identified
as, and scrutinized for deviating from, being Saudi. “Originally,” though, she feels Uzbek. In
this context, “originally” refers to Lolo’s mother’s ancestral move from Uzbekistan to Saudi
Arabia 80 years ago. In extension, this metaphor is also signified with her connection to the
Turkish culture through the similarity in languages (Turkish and Uzbek) and her decision to
teach herself Turkish. Being identified as foreign, though not specifically Uzbek, while growing
up in Riyadh aligns with her “originally non-Saudi” positionality. To add to this complex
identity, Lolo also identifies as a woman and Muslim, both of which influence her musings about
her future place of residency; she prefers to be in a country with Islamic cultural traditions but
without closed-mindedness. Ethnicity becomes a combination of ancestral cultural identity and
the wish to continue this lineage, which Lolo delves into through language learning and cultural
exploration. In her experience and because of her non-Saudi genealogy, she feels more
comfortable and independent living in the U.S. than in the smaller Saudi social circles in
Gamuston or in Riyadh, where she was discriminated against in her youth. A Western cultural
space does not prevent other forms of discrimination and profiling, though, as Lolo tells me in
several incidents that occurred to her and her husband in the U.S. come with the disadvantage
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Muslim in the U.S.
“I used to wear hijab actually when I was younger. But when I moved here I had like a
allergy in my skin,” though the allergies are only part of the reason. She also feels “comfortable
more” without it, because of incidents “after the recent events, like in France, you know the
protests about—against Saud—Muslims.” Hearing about them in the news, “I was scared a little
bit, because there was I think in the whole United States there’s a protest against Muslims. I’m
glad that wasn’t in Gamuston.” I nod and Lolo tells me of an incident when she lived in her
previous place of residence in the north-central U.S.:
I was wearing hijab and I was celebrating actually with my friend on the 4th of July. And
a car, there was an American in the car. They were close by us and they said, “We hate
you. Go away to your own country.”
Instead of being angry, she explains, “I understand them because they only hear about what the
media presents to them. They don’t know the real Islam. I don’t blame them actually.”
While Lolo speaks, I remember vividly the avalanche of Islamo- and Arabophobic
thought pieces that broke out online and that I read for weeks to come after the attacks in Paris.
They were fuelled by the political campaigns of certain U.S. presidential candidates, and TV
networks feigned impartial news broadcastings while exhibiting the words “Terrorism” in big
bold capital letters. I do not feel it appropriate to ask Lolo when exactly she decided to stop
wearing hijab, but the two reasons she gives me are interesting and rather different from one
another. On the one hand, it was an allergy that made her uncomfortable and on the other it
were the overt expressions of hatred against Muslims she feared, making me wonder if one may
have been a physical reaction of the other. The double-edged sword of wearing hijab, jilbab,
niqab and other garments worn in Islamic tradition is that in countries without a Muslim

226

majority other Muslims can easily identify someone as a “brother” or “sister” of their faith,
creating an initial bond. However, they are also markers for non-Muslims to identify the wearer
as Muslim, and with an increase in hate crimes on Muslims in Western Europe and North
America (Lichtblau, 2015), Lolo fears these negative repercussions. Removing the hijab could be
a space that she possibly cannot not wish to inhabit (Spivak, 1993/2009) because of her concerns
for her welfare. In fact, deciding to discontinue wearing hijab should not even warrant a
“logical” reason, and certainly not for the fear of persecution.
Ironically, and probably not unrelatedly, the incident in which Lolo and her friend were
identified as foreigners and verbally harassed occurred on the same day they were celebrating
the anniversary of the United States’ sovereignty from the British Empire. “We hate you,”
signifies a presumed unity of the perpetrators with other U.S. citizens they perceive as nationals,
while Lolo, too, identifies the people in the car as “American.” The words “go away to your own
country” clearly mark the perpetrators’ perception of Lolo and her friend as outsiders. This
place is not in the margin of the center (Spivak, 1993/2009), with Lolo as a study-abroad
student, but in a marginal space severed from the center. To make sense of these incidents and to
push back against this type of hatred, Lolo interprets the attacks not toward herself as an
individual Muslim, but as a general rage against Islam that has been stirred up by media
misrepresentations about the religion. Rationalizing in this way allows her to both resist being
singled out, essentialized, and being held accountable for these misrepresentations, and at the
same time protect her integrity. Her unveiling (in addition to her lighter skin) may protect her
from such conflicts in the future by “passing” as non-Muslim.
I ask Lolo to tell me about what she sees and feels when she watches the news report on
Muslims and Saudis. In response, she advises that people
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should not only believe what the news present or say. It’s not true. Sometimes to not
believe anything in the media. It’s really going to always feel like we have a bomb or we
are terrorists. It really hurts our feeling.
To illustrate the repercussions of these depictions, she tells me about her two brothers’ travel
experiences of entering the U.S.:
In the airport here in the U.S. they always have to go to [secondary inspection], because
they’re—I don’t know. One of the officers told my brothers that in the system we have to
ask all—most Saudi Arabians to go there. More inspection than other people and actually
last time in Chicago, he missed his connection flight because they didn’t let him leave the
room.
The brother “stayed there for maybe eight hours” and officers just repeatedly asked him, “‘Why
are you here?’” despite his plausible and verifiable explanation that he is living with his sister
because of her scholarship requirements. This has occurred so frequently that “every time he has
a flight, I pray that, ‘Oh, I hope insha’Allah17 nothing is happen to you.’” Similar inspections and
singling out have happened to her older brother who studies in Canada, “maybe [because] he has
a beard? And I asked him to shave before traveling,” which he sometimes does. She becomes
visibly upset, with a frown on her brow and her hand pressed onto the tabletop, when she
remembers, “they ask a lot of questions and he answers all of their questions, but they didn’t let
him go. I don’t understand. Why do you have to keep someone and missing his flight, bus, and
without no reason?” She might understand “if you have something—evidence, you can stop him.
But there’s no evidence. It’s only because he’s Saudi Arabian.” Personally, Lolo has never been
in secondary inspection, because “it’s more strictful for men—Saudi men, not for women.” Still
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Transl.: God willing
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shaking her head and staring onto the pancakes in front of her she pleads, “We’re not all the
same. We’re not all bad. I mean, I hope that the stereotyping change.”
As Lolo did before, she seems to try to rationalize her brothers’ subjugation to secondary
inspection: her younger brother changed his visa from student to visitor in order not to violate
his visa requirements and to continue fulfilling his sister’s scholarship requirements. However,
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) officers may find this activity suspicious despite the
brother’s hours of explanations, putting him in a space that he cannot avoid or escape. The other
brother may be stopped because of his beard and DHS identifying him and singling him out as a
Saudi Muslim man, as Lolo tries to make sense. So, when the older brother shaves, it is in
attempt of “passing” – not as a North American White citizen but at least as a non-Arab, nonSaudi, or non-Muslim who does not alert the authorities as a potentially dangerous individual.
Even with the visible alterations, however, his passport still bears the Saudi nationality.
When I think about the power dynamics in these scenarios, it seems that there are
“forceful adaptations” taking place to which Lolo and her brothers are subjected in airports and
other public places. They are not just exterior changes of clothing, fashion, or grooming
preference. In fact, some underlying ethnic traditions and religious customs are forcefully
removed by putting the person in a situation of “false dilemma” (Baillargeon, 2011): either
remove a piece of tradition or custom (beard, hijab, galabeyya, abaya, talk and act “less
foreign”) and appear less identifiably Arab/Muslim, or face the scrutiny of slurs and threats
from strangers and hour-long interrogations. Lolo remarks that there are also gendered
differences: while she was harassed openly in the street by a passing car based on her hijab, her
brothers are harassed based on their nationality and, I suspect, travel habits by DHS. Lolo says
airport interrogation may be “more strictful for…Saudi men, not for women,” because despite
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her similar background to her brothers’, she has not experienced the same treatment. The
gendered space from this narrative then is that Lolo’s harassment occurred informally and in a
fleeting moment, while her brothers was in a form of militarized detainment. Both incidents are
systemic for being identified as Muslim/Arab. While one appears reinforced societally and the
other institutionally, they are in fact linked and inform one another. To remedy these encounters
that she cannot avoid, Lolo resists being equalized to the stereotypical representations of the
dangerous Saudi who has “a bomb” or is a “terrorist.”
Even within academic contexts, stereotypes have been an issue for Lolo at her previous
and current institutions. These issues involved unsurprising stereotypes that she must navigate.
Stereotyping Ethnicities
When she spoke to other international classmates about beliefs they held about different
ethnicities, non-Saudis expressed their wonderment that, “‘Oh wow. You have like—you drive
cars? I thought you were driving camels in your country…and live in tent.’” We both break out
in laughter over her mock-surprise imitation, and she adds that the most recurring comments she
receives, though, are about wearing hijab and the belief “that our husband force woman to wear
hijab,” a misunderstanding she generally corrects. When she told her Asian classmates about her
stereotypes of them, “that they love studying and they don’t get enough sleep,” the students
laughed too and responded that “most of them are very ambitious, but it doesn’t mean that they
study all the time and they don’t have a personal life.” While Lolo finds these cultural exchanges
interesting, there are also some topics she would rather not discuss, specifically dating: “They
always ask about why you are not allowed to date. It’s not because our culture, it’s because our
religion. We cannot have any relation before getting married. They don’t understand that.” The
period between formally announcing an engagement and the wedding when “everyone knows
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these couples are going to get married, it’s almost dating, but it’s not dating.” Explaining the
difference is difficult though, so Lolo prefers to not mention it. In her experience, even “most
professors have previous impressions about Saudi [women] students in general. Weak, like they
don’t have the ability to complete their education. They’re not strong enough.” To illustrate her
point, she says, for example, “there is a Saudi student with children, they feel that no one can
handle children and studying at the same time.” But she herself knows many Saudi women in
that situation who “are very, very smart and they are doing very well than other girls.” She
would advise professors instead “to delete previous impressions about Saudi women, that they
are very weak, that they cannot do anything.”
What I’m reminded of by the comparison between perceptions of Saudi and Asian culture
(as an unspecified collective), as Lolo expressed, is the implicit power difference between both.
Studying and succeeding academically are highly valued aspirations that are rewarded in the
Western teaching machine (Spivak, 1993/2009). It is certainly problematic to generalize the
entire Asian continent to a stereotype. The repercussions for students that do not fit the
description may be detrimental. The difference between the Arab and the Asian stereotypes,
however, is the assumption that Arabs are located in a completely separate world – the Third
world – with a culture that is irreconcilable with West values and customs. While Asian cultures
are allowed to function inside or as part of Western academia, Arabs appear to be located
outside of it. To assume that a country is inherently underdeveloped and lacking the basic
utilities of a “civilized nation” such as automated transportation and permanent housing, both of
which are undesirable markers of a society and its people, has no visible positive connotation to
it.
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Although the international students taught each other about their respective cultures
(notably, Lolo identified here as a Saudi) and were able to laugh off the misguided beliefs, her
concerns about faculty beliefs are significant. I specifically asked her about Saudi women
because of her particular attention to her gendered experiences. Presumptions of a weak,
incapable, passive woman, a “universal dependent” and “domestic” inferior (Mohanty, 2003, p.
23) who cannot keep up or succeed academically, are beliefs that push Saudi women like Lolo
and those with children even further into the margin. Not only are the professors the women’s
academic superiors, but they further demote the women with these preconceived notions
(Sandoval, 2000) and possibly differential treatment.
When I ask Lolo what living in the Kingdom means to her as a woman, she tells me about
the limitations she sees enforced on Saudi women, but cautions Western critics who often have a
limited understanding of cultural contexts.
On Independence
For women, there are various laws that restrict mobility and action in Saudi Arabia, Lolo
tells me. For example, “in my country you can’t travel without your father or brother’s
permission. I cannot sign anything without my father or my brother’s permission.” Even when “I
wanted to donate my—what do they call—my heart, my kidney” – and I assist with the word
organ donor – “yeah, they asked me for my father’s permission and I said that this is my body,
not my father’s permission.” These rulings make her “feel it’s very something...unfair, because
I’m old enough,” but it is “the rule in Saudi Arabia.” Another more familiar law is that women
are not allowed to drive, but regardless of this limitation Lolo has gotten her license and own car
now,
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I cannot live anymore without driving. I felt when I was in my country I had to ask my
brothers because we don’t have a driver to take me anywhere that I wanted. And now, I
cannot go back to that life anymore because I’m in my [late twenties]. I feel like no one
has the right to tell me that.
Attending college was difficult for Lolo, because “it was very, very expensive to find a
temporary driver,” and any other places she wanted to visit, “I had to ask my brothers to give me
a ride.” Living in the U.S. “I have a car, I feel like I’m independent. I feel like I’m adult, I’m not
a baby like in Saudi Arabia.” Even in the coming Christmas break, she has decided to remain in
Gamuston rather than “go back to my country, because I prefer to stay here in this severe
weather” with her car and independence. I am particularly interested in Lolo’s thoughts on nonSaudis talking about the issue of the driving ban, a topic she has heard many times:
Actually, sometimes it bothers me because it feels like we don’t have rights. Americans
don’t see very well that most of Saudi Arabians have drivers. I know that we don’t have a
driver, but most of them have a driver. Actually, I don’t confess that I hate this situation.
Instead she explains that “it needs a little more time for this culture [Saudi Arabia] to understand
that a woman driving is very important. Now they are very resistant to this change, I mean Saudi
people—men, and it’s because it’s something new to them.” In her view, men need time to
“understand and accept this change,” but she hopes that “maybe seven or ten years, women will
be able to drive.” Overall, she thinks she “cannot go back to that life” in Saudi Arabia because
the “conservative life is very difficult…and it’s very complicated because it’s not about religion.
Our religion didn’t say that and it’s only about the culture.” Instead, now she enjoys her
independence, her own home, and her car too much, and sums it up as, “I have my life.”
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At this point Lolo and I have been talking for over two hours, and when she shares with
me her feeling of being infantilized by Saudi laws that inhibit women’s movements and their
abilities to take autonomous actions, I feel quite honored that she decides to open up to me in
this way. Not permitting women to drive, to travel, to sign forms, and to make other life-changing
legal decisions, makes her “feel like a child” and particularly now that she has established a life
of her own with a home, a car, and the ability to make decisions as she pleases. The hierarchical
difference of men and women as it is enforced in these examples by Saudi law even puts Lolo into
the position of choosing the “severe weather” but “independence” of Gamuston over visiting
her family and friends in Riyadh, like many of her classmates do. So when she and I speak about
the Western perception of the oppressed Saudi woman who is not allowed to drive, Lolo does not
defend the practice but instead complexifies it by drawing on class differences and historical
traditions. Despite the driving ban, women can get around at their convenience because most
families employ fulltime drivers (King Abdul Aziz Center for National Dialogue, 2013). Those
who cannot afford a driver need to rely on male relatives, and in Lolo’s case her brothers. While
this arrangement excludes her from many social gatherings if her brothers are inconvenienced
or disinterested to drive her, Lolo does not “confess” this to Americans. She anticipates
reactions that overgeneralize women’s judiciary oppression and disregard family- and classrelated nuanced ingrained in Saudi culture.
Mediating between her frustration and understanding of Saudi culture as a member of it,
she explains that men require time to process and accept the cultural changes that are inevitably
happening, and Lolo predicts a shift in cultural attitudes in as early as five to ten years.
However, first there is a need to understand that these cultural traditions are not based on
religious texts or Islamic schools of thought. This shift in Saudi society can dismantle
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conservative reinforcement of laws that infantilize and paralyze women who are not financially
equipped to remedy the circumstances or who may not receive family or community support.
What may stifle Saudi women’s negotiations of these laws, though, is when they have to defend
their positions on two fronts, as Lolo does, under a “double colonization” (Holst Petersen &
Rutherford, 1986, p. 9). On the one hand, she critiques the laws and their practice while
allowing for changes to happen over time, though preferably while not physically inhabiting the
space; on the other hand, Lolo resists for Saudi cultural customs to be generalized and
collectively demonized as one singular oppressive force against all women by showing the
contributing factors that vary greatly between families.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
When the volume of the music soared, there wasn’t a girl left in the tent who wasn’t on her feet
dancing. It was the famous Saudi singer Abdul Majeed Abdullah’s song:
Girls of Riyadh, O girls of Riyadh,
O gems of the turbaned fathers of old!
Have mercy on that victim, have mercy
On that man who lies prone on the threshold.
—Rajaa Alsanea, Girls of Riyadh, 2007

Would you please listen to me?
How many times have
I said to you
that ISIS does not represent me?
And how many times
have you not heard?
—Ashjan al-Hendi, “On Mute!,” 2015

Voices of families, friends all known to one another
Welcoming strangers from other lands
Spending sheeshah-filled nights
Quiet nights, loud nights
In the open on the dakkah
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Hours of tea drinking, hours of tales
Brimming with told and untold stories
Of past generations, present generations
Held in the collective memory
A memory retaining the glorious past
Undeterred by the present.
—Nimah I. Nawwab, “The Streets of Makkah,” 2004
The late Stuart Hall (1990) wrote that identity “is not as transparent or unproblematic as
we think.” To better understand its constitution, he suggested that “instead of thinking of identity
as an already accomplished fact…we should think…of identity as a ‘production’ which is never
complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (p. 222).
In line with this stance, in this study I explored the multitude of ways in which ethnic identity is
described, understood, and produced. Through the narratives of Saudi women graduate students
living in the Northeastern United States, I attempted to contribute to ethnic identity research in
two ways. First, I explored how ethnicity can be conceived within the experiences of my
research participants, and was led by my theorists who suggest, like Hall, that ethnicity is nonessentialist (Bulbeck, 1997; Mohanty, 2003), dynamic, and malleable with people as agentic
individuals (Weinreich, 2009). Second, I utilized postcolonial feminist critique (Sandoval, 2000;
Spivak, 1993/2009) to interrogate layers of sociocultural and historio-cultural power dynamics in
various local and global spaces of centeredness and marginality. In this chapter, I will discuss the
findings in my study and how they relate to the general research question and specifically the
three sub-questions. Then I will discuss struggles I encountered during the research process and
my complicities as a researcher in the Western teaching machine (Spivak, 1993/2009). Last, I
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will make recommendations about future research possibilities based on the findings and the
nontraditional research design.
Findings
The main research question that guided my work was, “How is ethnic identity
conceptualized in the narratives of the Saudi women students?” This question was informed by
the three more specific sub-questions: (1) How do the women position themselves ethnically, and
how are they positioned by their surroundings?; (2) How do the women’s ethnic identities inform
their status as international students at an institution in the United States?; (3) How do
sociopolitical and historio-cultural power dynamics inform the women’s ethnic identities? In
what follows, I attempt to address these questions separately; however, in continuation of my
project of using a rhizomatic approach, I acknowledge that I cannot draw clear-cut lines between
them since they, too, are intricately interwoven in the assemblage of ethnic identity.
How is ethnic identity conceptualized in the women’s narratives? Weinreich (2009)
explained that, “Just as social cultures are not static but consist of changing attitudes and
behaviours, so is the case with people’s perceptions of their ethnicity and ethnic identity” (p.
128). It is the “varying contexts of situated identities” (p. 128) that shaped my participants’
stories and allowed me a glimpse into the intricate web of their ethnic identities (plural). These
various contexts ranged from relational, linguistic, and geographical to transnational,
generational, economic, and religious. These forms are by no means mutually exclusive, firmly
set, or exhaustive, but in the women’s stories they illustrated the interactions between them and
their environments and how this elicits and shapes their ethnic identities. For example,
linguistically, The Princess and Sheya sought out moments in which they could speak Arabic,
whether with Saudi speakers or not, giving them a feeling of home and being understood. Lolo,
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on the other hand, taught herself Turkish to be more in sync with her mother’s ancestors from
Uzbekistan. In all three cases, their given or chosen “mother-tongue is a language with a history”
(Spivak, 1993/2009, p. 77) and expressive of a cultural belonging, even if what they understand
as their mother tongue is stretched to previous generations. Sometimes ethnicities rest in the
memory of previous ancestors and practices that have been carried along, preserved, or
rediscovered within families and communities, like with Lolo as “not originally Saudi” and Om
Talah as “double personality,” neither of whom are perceived to be Saudi by fellow Saudis.
Ethnic identity, then, is not only a construct of the present and past, but “is always [also]
constructed through memory, fantasy, narrative and myth” (Hall, 1990, p. 226). But even the
family cultures the women share with parents, siblings, and extended family at the moment shape
their perceptions of cultural belonging. In some cases, the women were strongly influenced by
their connections to their mothers and sisters, like in The Princess’s and Lolo’s experiences. In
all families the educational drive of the parents was passed from them to their children or
circumstances were arranged to support the women’s educational pursuits. The arrangements
sometimes took on intense negotiations within the family to appease a member from initially
“refusing” the study-abroad project, like The Princess experienced with her father, LSH with her
mother, and Om Talah with her husband. Sara phrased it as “our culture, we stay until we die
together,” which highlights the intertwining of family cultures and Saudi collectivist traditions in
the women’s cultural conceptions. In her article on Arab American acculturation over the
lifespan, Amer (2014) referenced similar research that found “family and social networks [serve]
as the foundation upon which ethnic identity is shaped” (p. 158) in Arab families. In some of the
women’s narratives, these networks even transcended Saudi national belonging, for example
when Sheya referenced Arab food and music as part of her culture. Here, ethnicity surpasses
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physical borders into a transnational space of shared ethnicities while still maintaining a specific
Saudi cultural belonging.
Phinney (1996) acknowledged that the “development of ethnic identity is clearly
influenced by many experiences, at the family, community, and societal level” (p. 146), so that
these various levels are in continuous interaction with each other, making it difficult to
conceptualize someone’s ethnic identity as a personal and individualistic undertaking. What
illustrates this point very well is the closely knitted connection between religious beliefs and
ethnic identity within Saudi culture, specifically because Islamic practices are so deeply
embedded in aspects of everyday life for the women (Rehman & Dziegielewski, 2003;
Tummala-Narra & Claudius, 2013). Daily prayers, specific clothing items, and the navigation of
gender-mixed or -separated locations show the intricate workings of Islamic interpretations in
religious practice in public and private spaces. Amer (2014) even asserted that “religiosity is
intricately interwoven in the ethnic consciousness and…immigrants may make references to
religious issues when asked to discuss ethnic issues” (p. 158). For example, through which
school of thought the concept of “mahram” is understood and how it is interpreted in their
family, shaped how the women conceptualize their own positionalities within Saudi society, in
Saudi communities in Gamuston, with non-Saudi men outside the Kingdom, and their responses
to cultural practices they may be in disagreement with. This includes how formal and informal
gatherings of Saudis are structured, how the women spend their social time outside of class or
how they interact with colleagues and professors at school; it also informs the women’s
perception of physical interaction of touching in handshakes and hugs with non-Saudi men, the
former which some accepted or tolerated and the latter which many of the women tried to avoid.
In situations in which physical contact is experienced as particularly transgressive, the women
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(hypothetically) excused themselves from an embrace, laughed the encounter off as an
unfortunate incident that does not violate their own religious intentions, and/or acquiesced to the
touch to avoid possible repercussions.
Rehman and Dziegielewski (2003), for example, illustrated how the Islamic faith of
North American women “requires modifications in lifestyle” (p. 37) when they interact with
male colleagues, friends, and strangers who are non-Muslims, such as in situations of social
touching. Although the authors generalize Muslim women’s religious practices of limited contact
with males, their examples in conjunction with my participants’ negotiations of these encounters
serve as a reminder that in all the contexts of the women’s situated identities (Weinreich, 2009),
gender very much influences how ethnic identities are perceived and expressed. Furthermore, the
contexts illustrate that ethnic identity is as much a personal, individual undertaking as it is a
social, group project (Wetherell, 2010), which is exemplified in how the women’s own ethnic
positionalities and their being positioned by others continuously inform each other.
How do the women position themselves and are positioned ethnically? All women in
my interviews, at one point or another, identified as Saudi: through their birth place, the social
environments or geographical locations they were raised or moved in, the language, religion, and
cultural artifacts they called their own, or other valued commonalities they recognized in Saudis.
And yet, the small differences in the women’s narratives showed the complexities of positioning
themselves with/in, between, and apart from Saudi cultures, in the U.S. as well as in Saudi
Arabia. As Sara said about the vastness and complexity of Saudi culture, and which the other
women resounded, “In Saudi we have different cultures, not only one culture. Actually I don’t
understand myself these things.” For example, many of the women referenced food items that
reminded them of Saudi culture, and yet they did it in very distinct ways: Sheya’s family sending
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her pictures of their cooking, Om Talah scrambling for time to cook Saudi recipes, Sara in her
sharing of Saudi coffee and dates with me before the interview, and Lolo seeking an interview
place where the pancakes resembled her mother’s. Similarly, I noticed in the interviews that
there was much negotiation of and resistance to local Saudi cultures that have been established
by Saudi families and other students in the Gamuston area. For example, Sara and Lolo both
decided to not live too closely to other Saudi families in an attempt to avoid unwanted
interference from members of that community, such as curiosity, imposition, and judgment about
their social and religious customs. Both physically removed themselves from the Saudi
community cluster that other women intentionally and actively sought out before coming to
Gamuston, like LSH, Sheya, and The Princess. In a meta-analysis on ethnic minority’s living
habits, Shaw et al. (2012) found that most studies concluded better health outcomes when ethnic
minority individuals “live in areas with more people of the same ethnicity” (p. 11), an effect
known as “ethnic density.” In this study, whether the participants opted to live within or outside
of the Saudi community, they all negotiated their membership as fellow Saudis and its conditions
based on their previous experiences and expectations. The ethnic and geographical positioning
was just as meaningful as their option to determine in how far and in which situations they
wanted to immerse themselves with others that are like them “el ghorba,” strange in the West.
Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern (2015), too, noted in one of their codes that a student tried
“to stay away from Saudis to form other relationship” (p. 422), which they did not further
discuss, though. In Sara and Lolo’s case, it was rather their choice of living away from Saudi
community than the consideration of forming non-Saudi relationships. Because of the women’s
deliberate and agentic choices and the various opportunities of different Saudi meeting points (on
campus, in class, in weekly gatherings, through acquaintances, etc.), it would be problematic to
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assume disintegration from the Saudi community or integration into the U.S. community based
on these decisions.
Another aspect of negotiation and resistance of ethnic identity I noticed during the
interviews was specifically linked to nationality and how some women played with the concept
depending on the situation. Sara, for example, was born outside Saudi Arabia and used this fact
to negotiate her application as a (technically) non-international student and increase her chances
of acceptance into a non-Saudi university. However, due to her previous Saudi university
degrees, the selecting faculty positioned her as an international student and denied her entrance
into the program. Om Talah, as a “double personality,” on the other hand, performed her Saudi
nationality, her mother’s Syrian nationality, or an Egyptian nationality based on how others
perceived her appearance. Which one she chose depended on the specific environment and how
Saudi nationality and culture were valued by the persons and institutions she encountered.
Lastly, Lolo’s experience of being ostracized in Saudi Arabia for her foreign appearance despite
her nationality encouraged her to explore her Uzbek ancestry, which she, at times, used to
differentiate herself from other Saudis living in Gamuston. Additionally, because she
discontinued wearing hijab, Lolo was able to “pass” in the U.S. as non-Saudi/non-Muslim,
performing a different ethnic belonging than she could living in Riyadh. As Hall (1990)
remarked, identities, and in these cases ethnic identities, are “not an essence but a positioning”
(p. 226) performed by the women themselves and others in their surrounding.
These nuanced differences in the women’s shared experiences resonates with Schwartz et
al.’s (2010) critique of a “one size fits all” approach and their simultaneous acknowledgement of
similarities in migrants’ experiences. While the women are less of a migrational group rather
than “temporary internationals,” the authors’ observations summarize well the shared yet
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individually nuanced positionalities of the women regarding their ethnic identities. Bulbeck
(1997), too, explained, that while “one could claim that there are as many centres as there are
women,…political and theoretical pressures accord particular salience to some differences” (p.
3). Interrogating these nuances is particularly important because they challenge presumptions of
“an already constituted, coherent group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class,
ethnic, or racial location, or contradictions” (Mohanty, 2003, p. 21). In practice, this can mean
the difference between my participants receiving the support and help they require from their
communities, professors, and fellow students, or not. While Lefdahl-Davis and PerroneMcGovern (2015) and Sandekian et al. (2015) noted the various themes they collected from their
participants to compose recommendations for university faculty and staff, they did not
specifically address the point that despite the students’ commonalities of nationality, ethnicity,
and student status, they had differing desires, genders, class statuses, resources etc. TummalaNarra and Claudius (2013) who investigated Muslim international students’ study experiences
found that some participants preferred close contact to their own ethnic community, while others
felt conflicted about potential judgment they received from their fellow Muslim community
members. The authors, therefore, urged psychologists to “consider the heterogeneity among
Muslim international students” (p. 143). These findings are aligned with the experiences of my
participants, some of whom were actively seeking the contact to Arab and Saudi communities
and others who chose a less frequent and more distant relationship to the community, as I
explained above.
In extension, a “similar yet nuanced” understanding of cultural and ethnic positioning can
also help address practices of unintentional or deliberate homogenizing and stigmatizing by nonSaudis that my participants experienced. In the media, for example, the women observed how
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they were forcefully positioned as “Arabs” and often linked to terrorism and the extremist group
ISIS/Da’esh. Even on the streets (Lolo) and at airports (The Princess, Lolo, Om Talah), they
were at times essentialized as non-American, Arab/Muslim, disturbing, potentially harmful, etc.
based on outward appearance, without the women’s option of negotiating these ethnic
identifications. These instances of Othering forceful identification played directly into the
concerns some of the women expressed about their safety and well-being living as visually
Arab/Muslim in the U.S. In her study on Omani women students in the U.S., McDermott-Levy
(2011) found similar instances of anti-Islamic sentiment experienced by her participants, either
by strangers physically turning away from the Muslim women (avoidance) or by offending them
verbally (confrontation). In both instances, the Omani participants “blamed American media for
not providing an accurate representation of Muslims, Muslim practices, and the Arab world by
only reporting negative things about Muslims and ‘ladies who cover’” (p. 271) similar to the
Saudi women’s narratives. According to Ghamari-Tabrizi (2004), this type of distrust and
negative expectations illustrate the perception that “the Muslims’ presence in the West disturb[s]
the aesthetic sensibilities of the European and American social landscape” (p. 62), which are
based in the view of Islamic practices as irreconcilable with Western social norms and values.
In more subtle encounters at the university, for example, The Princess, Leen, and Lolo
experienced homogenizing presumptions by professors, program directors, and U.S. students
about their religious practices, their academic knowledge and skills, and even their driving
abilities. In some instances, the non-Saudis’ curiosity led to insightful conversations the women
did not object to and questions and impressions they happily addressed or corrected; in others,
they denigrated the women, particularly when there was a strong hierarchical power relation
between the women and the conversational partner. So, while the women identified as Arab and
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Muslim and situated themselves in the Gamuston communities as such, the connotations attached
to the terms and the repercussions could change dramatically when they were being positioned as
Arab/Muslim by non-Arabs/non-Saudis. In this case, identification took place without
differentiation but through essentializing. It is helpful to look here at ethnic identity as a
rhizomatic concept of “and…and…and…” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 25), as the women
positioned themselves as Saudi and Arab and Muslim and international and…etc. As cultural
insiders, the different religious views and practices, the vastness of the geographical region, the
cultural peculiarities, and many more aspects of Saudi Arabia inform and complexify the
identifiers Arab/Muslim. Among cultural outsiders, however, they appear to delimit the meaning
instead of expand it. This example illustrates very well how Spivak’s concept of catachrestic
metaphors (1993/2009) is so useful in interrogating the presumed referent behind the descriptors.
It enables an exposition of identitarian prescriptions by cultural outsiders as Arab-slash-Muslim,
on the one hand, and illustrates the women’s reclaiming (Spivak, 1993/2009, p. 67) of the
metaphors Arab and Muslim and inscribing them with their multilayered meanings
“and…and…and…,” on the other hand.
How do the women’s ethnic identities inform their status as international students? In
addition to the usefulness of catachrestic metaphors I just discussed, the question of how
“international student” is inscribed turned out to be a very significant economic and political
matter in this study. In fact, thinking with my theorists I realized that “women as international
students” is not necessarily equivalent to “women as Saudi students.” After several of my
interviews I noticed that while the women’s circumstances of planning to study abroad were
particular to their individual narratives, their motives had some similarities. Although all women
expressed their wish to continue their studies outside Saudi Arabia, they also had to fulfill certain
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expectations or requirements from their current or future employers, such as earning a U.S.
certificate, studying in a Western accredited program, and acquiring a high proficiency in
English. Particularly for the six women who studied in medically related fields, the decision to
study abroad was also a contractual requirement to maintain their current teaching positions.
Being Saudi, not international, appeared therefore specifically significant in the relationship
between the women, the Saudi scholarship providers, the Saudi universities and hospitals they
work for, as well as East Atlantic University (EAU) and the individual programs.
According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, international students contributed $30.5
billion to the U.S. economy in the academic year 2014/15 through tuition and fees, living
expenses, and possibly the costs of students’ dependents (Institute of International Education,
2016; NAFSA, 2016). In fact, in Cantwell’s (2015) investigation of U.S. university revenue he
noted,
Findings indicate that universities may generate additional tuition revenue by shifting the
composition of their student body to be more international without expanding the overall
number of students enrolled. This finding is consistent with academic capitalism
(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004), which predicts that universities will move into areas that
lead to greater market return. (p. 522)
For Saudi students, these revenues are even higher. After the interviews in which some of the
women disgruntledly explained that tuition costs for Saudi students can be as high as three times
more than what other international students pay, I inquired with several professionals on the
matter because of the scarcity of information available; they affirmed these experiences with
their own. To illustrate the financial disparities: if in-state local students are charged around
$15,000 annually for base tuition and international students are charged twice the amount, Saudi
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students’ tuitions will accumulate to more than $80,000, annually. Several informants also
pointed out that departments would covertly keep these arrangements in place with regulations
that would allow only international students with government funding to be permitted into the
program, i.e. preferably Saudi students. So, the appeal to accept Saudis into the programs is high
if government funds pay this increased tuition consistently and reliably, and students are not
bound to assistantships and personal funds. At the same time, the women’s narratives show that
many cohorts of Saudi students have established these forms of educational partnerships and that
U.S. programs have the added advantage to receive students of consistently high quality. In Om
Talah’s words, “We are very good and we are very qualified.”
It should not be neglected though that through these financial agreements the Saudi
government also ensures that a substantial number of placements in desirable academic fields are
filled with their own. Simultaneously, the women are agentic and active in the decision-making
processes of their cultural mobility (Weinreich, 2009) here, and their degree completion enables
them to seek or retain more competitive and desirable employment in Saudi Arabia.
Furthermore, upon receiving their U.S. degree, these alumnae will work at Saudi universities,
hospitals, and companies, thereby establishing and maintaining profitable reputations for their
employers. In turn, the employers become legitimized academic authorities of their own (Spivak,
1993/2009). Therefore, to speak of the women as “international students” instead of Saudi
students not only glosses over the vast diversity of ethnicities among non-U.S. students studying
in the U.S. It also fails to address the economic value attached to a specific ethnicity.
Furthermore, it neglects that U.S. university programs with a large number of Saudi students can
forge a form of centric space of Saudi culture in an otherwise predominantly U.S. environment.
Simultaneously, these arrangements reinforce and maintain perceptions of inadequacy and
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under-qualification for the women based on their ethnicities and presumed inferior education.
“We deserve that,” as Om Talah said, is, then, a challenge to these misconceptions, while Leen’s
comparison of the high quality of Saudi programs to the EAU programs challenges presumptions
of American exceptionalism, held by both Western and Eastern countries. How the women
navigate being ethnically positioned in situations likes these will be discussed in the next section.
How do sociopolitical and historio-cultural power dynamics inform the women’s ethnic
identities? Weinreich (2009), Schwartz et al. (2010), and Phinney (1996) agree that cultural
contexts are significant factors in ethnic identity. At the same time, and what I attempted to
explore in this study is that, these contexts are not “innocent” or static: not void of histories and
power dynamics; political, economic, ideological structures; centralizing and marginalizing
practices. Ethnic identities are shaped within and through them, not despite them. In her work on
postcolonial theory in Western education, for example, Andreotti (2011) critiques “the
perception that we live in a ‘truly’ global community that allows for the free flow of
commodities and cultures within an epistemologically homogenous and power free global space”
(p. 109). As became apparent in the interrogation of my participants’ narratives, examining
power relations and neo-imperialist discourses was very useful in dismantling this “innocent
space” that was never innocent to begin with.
The women in my study were often in situations in which they had various choices and
could make informed decisions of how to navigate within their surrounding. Despite the
requirements for studying abroad I just discussed, the women also ensured that they would have
the option to attend a university and location they felt comfortable with, for example by speaking
with family members and previous students, sending out applications to multiple programs,
looking up information online about the schools and geographical area, etc. So, on the one hand,
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these options were present because the women sought them out. On the other hand, though, they
were also encouraged to explore the opportunities by their familial and educational environments
and had the financial means to do so. Oftentimes, other siblings had studied abroad and were
quick to advise the women on their options, or faculty and alumni endorsed and guided the
women in their applications.
Beyond the women’s personal struggles and endeavors, though, their agency and choice
was also already rooted in the niches of larger neo-imperialist constraints. Because of these
constraints, the women were required to study at a Western university in the first place in order
to keep their employment with the universities and hospitals. They were also made the vehicle
that would help maintain these neo-imperialist forces. Therefore, besides the choice and agency
the women experienced, these same choices were already curtailed by the power dynamics that
are at play in these not so innocent and static contexts I described above.
Looking at the narratives through Spivak’s concept of marginality in which there are
multiple layers of center and margin helped me interrogate questions of agency and choice.
Understanding these spaces as “not innocent” was useful when making sense of how, within
these realms, the women negotiated chosen, necessary, unavoidable, obligatory, etc.
positionalities. Together with Sandoval, the postcolonial feminist concepts helped me reframe
the notion of ethnic majority and minority groups, and pointed me to a better understanding of
the convolutedness of structures and struggles. For example, despite their rapidly growing
number, the group of Saudi women students may be perceived as a minority group within the
larger U.S. context of Gamuston. Within individual programs, however, Saudi students
sometimes made up as much as 100% of the student group, as in The Princess’ program.
Speaking of Saudi students purely as an ethnic minority group, then, becomes problematic when
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context is taken into consideration. Even outside the classroom within the gatherings and
enclaves that formed inside EAU and in the surrounding areas, Saudi communities also assumed
a somewhat separate majority group status with group-specific expectations, values, and rules.
We can see here that ethnic identity, as well as power relations informed and influenced by both
performances of ethnicity and assumptions about ethnicity, is extremely complex and multidimensional.
In exploration of these complexities of minority and majority ethnic group statuses, it was
helpful to use frameworks of power dynamics that are cognizant of contextual structures and
their flexibilities. For example, in situations in which the women encountered essentializing
remarks by fellow students, they would resist them by offering corrections and dialog. How
hierarchical power relations played into these situations, though, became apparent when the
women’s conversational partners were in some way their superiors, e.g. their professors, program
directors, or airport officers. The women described these situations as unavoidable and
inescapable, and in their narratives were often ethnically reduced to “hijabis,” undereducated and
lacking, coming from a rich/impoverished culture, etc. Overtly resisting these spaces risked
engaging in confrontations with people in positions of power in the women’s lives.
Confrontation could result in differential treatment, removed benefits, detainment, and other
forms of undesirable, and even dangerous, repercussions. Instead, they inwardly resisted ethnic
reductions with reminders of self-worth, personal and academic accomplishments, and selfconfidence. As the Princess said, “I’m confident about myself. I know that I’m educated. And I
came from a good culture.”
There were also situations in which their ethnic membership as a Saudi placed some
women in spaces they could not not inhabit (Spivak, 1993/2009) in the Saudi community. When
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Lolo and Sara feared to be or were scrutinized for their conduct by local communities who
observed more conservative religious practices, e.g. about contact with Saudi men and wearing
hijab, both Spivak and Sandoval’s concepts illuminated the communities’ influential position in
shaping local Saudi culture. In resistance to these conservative practices but without severing ties
with the community, the women negotiated their membership by attending gatherings
occasionally and not living in Saudi majority apartment complexes. Instead, they engaged with
other Saudis on and off campus when they wanted to.
One of the most interesting observations through the theoretical interrogation of the
narratives was the question of transportation. Since the women had not previously taken driving
lessons and therefore did not hold driver’s licenses, they had to resort to other means of
transportation. The lacking network of public transport, however, inhibited the women’s
movement so much that almost all participants commented on these issues. This often resulted in
restrictions on attending gatherings, doing groceries, buying furniture for the house, and going
back and forth between home and campus. It is particularly salient that the gendered dynamics of
transportation is the very topic that has often been used to vilify Saudi culture as a collective and
Saudi men as “subjects-who-perpetrate-violence” (Mohanty, 2003, p. 24). As Hasan (2005)
described Western media response:
In the first Gulf War (Operation Desert Storm) when, along with the beating of war
drums by the troops, one media outlet brought the issue of the “absence” of Saudi
women’s right to drive cars to serve the imperialist military presence in two ways: It
distracted public attention from the immeasurable human suffering and the casualties of
war atrocities to a lesser issue, and it created a notion that a western presence in the
Middle East is needed – at least for the supposed emancipation of women. (p. 49)

252

The ironic part of this is that, when the women arrived in the “liberated” West, they endured
restrictions in their movement due to transportation issues that they had never encountered
before in Saudi Arabia. Even Lolo, who explained her exceptional situation in which her family
was unable to afford a driver, pointed out that her circumstances did not represent the majority of
the Saudi women. A closer examination showed a conflict between Western habits of
stereotyping and challenging Saudi cultural practice, and simultaneously, and worse, reproducing
the very criticized environments for the women students albeit in different, and for some reason
less inflammatory, ways. The pretense of the liberation project of the “oppressed Saudi woman”
and the neglect of the class-differences between Saudi families who can move effortlessly with
their family drivers, puts a double burden on the women in Gamuston. Nonetheless, all women
navigated their inhibited mobility in Gamuston in various ways, by asking other Saudis for rides
and, later, by taking driving lessons and purchasing a car in order to avoid depending on others
and/or the deficient transportation system.
The investigation of power dynamics and the various layers of complicity, struggle,
resistance, and deconstruction of stereotypical perceptions of ethnicity proved invaluable in
gaining insight into how the women agentically navigated (Weinreich, 2009) their social roles
and group memberships.
Significance of the Study
As I was writing my fourth chapter, the first anniversary of the execution of the three
Muslim Arab-American young adults Deah Barakat, Yusor Abu-Salha, and Razan Abu-Salha in
Chapel Hill, NC (Our three winners, 2015) came around. One of the women even mentioned the
attack in our interview because her friend attended a conference in which Deah was supposed to
be a fellow presenter. In the press conference of the Chapel Hill Police Department, the killings
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were presented as “an ongoing neighbor dispute over parking” (Town of Chapel Hill, 2015, para.
2), not a hate crime. This statement was maintained even when the police department was aware
that the killer had made repeated hateful anti-religious comments on social media and had made
similar remarks to the three victims (Botelho & Ellis, 2015). So when the women in my
interviews share their fears and angers of what I would classify as hate crimes in the U.S. and
U.K. against Saudis, Arabs, and Muslims that are, like them, walking down the street, studying
as students, having friends over for dinner, wearing hijab, it illustrates how much current
perceptions of Arabs and Muslims in the West weigh in on how the women perceive ethnicities.
On the one hand, by U.S. Census, the women in my study are homogenized as White students,
belonging to the majority population and reaping its privileges, and on the other hand, they are
collectively summed up as international students with the other hundreds of thousands who
temporarily study in the U.S. However, when they are asked about wearing hijab, receive
questions about their reproductive plans, comments about their inferior cultural background or
lack of driving skills, endure anti-religious remarks because of their appearance, and go through
additional security screening because of their passports, then they are not simply White
international students. Within the rhizomatic assemblage and the many nodes of
“and…and…and…” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 25), they are also women, Saudi, Muslim,
students, clinicians, professionals, sisters, daughters, mothers, women proud and critical of Saudi
culture, women who drink Saudi coffee and cook Arabic food, women who are “double
personalities” and who are “not originally Saudi,” women who live and who choose not to live
with other Saudis, women who fear sudden injury or death because of their appearance, women
who are “el ghorba fil gharb”—strange in the West—but not alone.
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While the seven women are indeed Saudi women graduate students living and studying in
the U.S., their individual experiences and these specifics shape how they position themselves in
their ethnic identities and how they are positioned by their environment. This study is significant
because stereotyping, essentializing, and reducing Arab and Muslim women continues in
Western societies, in media coverage, political debates, police reports, in everyday encounters
(Mishra, 2007), and even in academic disciplines. With my use of unstructured life-story
interviewing I attempted to explore the many aspects that inform the women’s ethnic
positionalities. Expanding on existent concepts of ethnic identity and enculturation with the
theoretical lens of postcolonial feminism allowed me to recognize and interrogate patterns of
neo-imperialism and questions of gender. Aspects of power struggles and continuous
reproduction of ethnic labeling may go unnoticed in ethnic identity work that pretends to be
conducted in a political and historical vacuum. It is in these void spaces, however, where hate
crimes get labeled as parking disputes, where secondary security inspections are described as
random selections, and where Saudi women have to hold their tongue on “incidental” Islamoand Arabophobia, because “what can you do?”
This study contributes to educational research in two ways. First, it illustrates the many
nuanced differences between Saudi women’ expressions, their sense-making, and their
negotiations of their ethnic identities. Within either bi-dimensional concepts or progressive stage
models, these specificities would go unnoticed and unexplored. I aligned my research with the
conceptualization of ethnic identity as “socially constructed, multiple, potentially contradictory
and situationally variable” (Phoenix, 2010, p. 298) by using open-ended interviewing and a nontraditional approach to data analysis that allowed for these multiplicities, contradictions, and
“situatednesses” to unfold.
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Second, within feminist qualitative work, I tried to “[find] possibilities for different
worlds that might, perhaps, not be so cruel to so many people” (St. Pierre & Pillow, 2000, p. 1).
Using feminist tools throughout my study, for example, I interrogated my own subjectivities and
biases and tried to align my research process along postcolonial feminist critique. I certainly do
not absolve myself from doing violence in my work. Instead, as I continue to shine light on my
struggles and complicities, they can serve as examples of the impossibility of cutting ties with
neo-imperialist practices.
Struggles and Complicities
While reading, re-reading, and writing about my participants’ stories, I encountered
various failures. Sometimes it was my use of language that made me struggle and at other times
it was the blatant observation of my complicity in the reproduction of oppressive power
dynamics. For example, I attempted to conduct this research with postcolonial critique as a
constant project. Rereading Spivak’s words while leafing through my interviews, however, I
became very aware of how I am benefitting from this work, benefitting from my participants and
their intimate stories, to gain reputation, title, certificate, status, etc. in the very Western teaching
machine (Spivak, 1993/2009) I critique. Ironically and fittingly, it is a space that I “cannot not
want to inhabit and yet must criticize” (Spivak, 1993/2009, p. 206).
As I was writing about the women’s positionalities, I was conflicted time and again over
the inadequacy of words such as “international,” “Saudi,” and “Arab,” even as the women used
these words themselves. It felt violent, constraining, re-inscribing, and recolonizing coming from
my fingertips as the powerful, determining researcher. Simultaneously, I realized that the
medium of the written word, my words, would never do justice to the complex lives of the
women, their colorful stories, their frowns, laughter, waves, and pauses. Instead of ignoring these

256

restless, uncomfortable moments, I tried to embrace them and use them as reminders to do better.
I tried to acknowledge my unavoidable complicity in the inevitable oversimplification of the
women’s ethnic identities. As St. Pierre and Pillow (2000) explained, this failure is “difficult to
avoid since we are always speaking within the language of humanism, our mother tongue, a
discourse that spawns structure after structure after structure—binaries, categories, hierarchies,
and other grids of regularity that are not only linguistic but also very material” (p. 4). Other
forms of media rather than the written word may have given my participants and me alternative
forms of expression, like the spoken word, imagery, and artifacts. Then again, these forms are
also prone to fail as nodes in the humanist web.
At other times, it was my theorists who failed me, and who I may have failed. I noticed
that the more militarized and overtly and structurally oppressive a space became in which a
participants situated herself, the more difficulty I had using marginality and the impossible no of
a space “that one cannot not want to inhabit and yet must criticize” (emphasis added, Spivak,
1990, p. 206). Likewise, when the women spoke about their religious commitments and practices
within their own families, not in contrast to Western practices, neither the multidimensionality of
power relations (Sandoval, 2000) nor marginality (Spivak, 1993/2009) helped me think. Adding
theorists that specifically thematize militarization, on the one hand, and religiosity and Islam, on
the other, may have addressed structures and strictures of these spaces more adequately.
While discussing the endless and ever-shifting rhizomatic assemblages in which we all
find ourselves, I noticed how my humanist habits of explaining, compartmentalizing, and
identifying kept pulling me into the very spaces I was critiquing. While at times my work will
read as restrictive, oppressive, and identitarian, I have accepted these failures as reminders of my
postcolonial research endeavor. To close with St. Pierre (2000),
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And, as we never escape the webs of power relations and the grids of regularity produced
by discourse and cultural practices, we are obliged to give up on the Enlightenment
promise of an innocent knowledge, one that will lead us to the Truth that will set us free.
(p. 499)
Future Research
While it is problematic to use categories and models that restrict our understanding of
ethnic identities and the many ways in which research participants engage with them, I also
understand how populations can benefit from them. Studies on acculturative stress (Poyrazli,
2015), culture shock (Lombard, 2014), and other psychological adjustment issues (Hirai, Frazier,
& Syed, 2015; Kusek, 2015; Wang, Wei, & Chen, 2015) can benefit specific health services for
minority groups. This study points to the significance of expanding future research in certain
areas. First, research should depart from examining ethnic identity solely in conjunction with
health disparities and acculturative stress (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-Mcgovern, 2015) and
should instead include examinations of more subtle, complex experiences of participants. This
could be done, for example, by using qualitative research designs, non-binary quantitative
research measures, or mixed methods approaches. Second, the particular circumstances under
which Saudi women study abroad should be explored independently from other ethnicities and
genders, and should include examinations of class and social status. Potential investigations in
which the experiences of Saudi women and men are compared, could point to the individual
experiences, needs, and wishes that may vary largely between them. Since in this study most
participants were either from Riyadh or Jeddah, it would also be interesting to see how women
from other, rural areas experience studying in the U.S. Last, future studies could investigate how
Arab Muslim women navigate implicit, explicit, and structural Islamo- and Arabophobia and
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how this may impact the women’s expressions or alterations of their ethnic identities. An
ethnographic study of how the women’s views of their ethnic identities may change and remain
the same throughout the course of their academic program could also provide interesting
insights.
Conclusion
Minh-ha (1989) wrote “trying to find the other by defining otherness…is…like beating
the moon with a pole or scratching an itching foot from the outside of a shoe” (p. 137). In this
study, it was not my aim to “find” the identities of Saudi women who study in the U.S., or
discover what constitutes their ethnicities. From the beginning, it was a project that was informed
by an understanding that ethnic identity cannot be discovered, grasped, delimited, or solidified.
For this reason, my research questions did not ask “Who are these women and what are their
ethnic identities?” Translating this conception of ethnic identity into my research design, I
aligned my methodology of narrative inquiry, my research method of unstructured life-story
interviewing, and my analytic approach of “plugging in” to allow for a study of exploration and
interrogation rather than discovery and finding. Therefore, I had set as my goal to examine the
complexities, the malleability, the uncertainties, and the multiplicities of ethnic identities and the
contexts that shaped them. By interrogating the powerful and dynamic spaces that inform the
women’s ethnic identities, I attempted to contribute to ethnic identity research that views
ethnicity, like me, as a flexible, changing, and situated project. In times when, on the one hand,
the number of Saudi students pursuing Western degrees is increasing and, on the other hand,
animosities toward identifiably MENA, Arabs, and Muslims are publicly demonstrated, ethnic
identities and people’s negotiation of them need to be investigated within the political contexts
that influence them. In this research particularly, I examined Saudi women’s ethnic
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positionalities and the various power dynamics that perpetuate a reduction of their ethnicities as
submissive, oppressed, and impassive “Others.” In order to do this, I chose the nontraditional
research method of unstructured life-story interviewing and the rhizoanalytic approach of
“plugging in.” What I gained were insights into how these seven students individually and
collectively negotiated their ethnic identities in their everyday lives and how they worked from
positions of agency, resistance, complicity, and critique when interacting with their environment.
In their narratives, I also saw how the women resisted “Othering” and essentializing, some selfpreserving tactics that emerged during our conversation but may not have been readily
observable. This work suggests that ethnic identity research should be located within the
personal and individual stories of participants to avoid reproducing essentialist, generalizing
understandings about ethnic groups, and to scrutinize the geopolitical structures that keep these
assumptions in place.
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Appendices
Appendix A – Interview Guide
Purpose: Examine how ethnic identity is conceptualized in the narratives of Saudi women
graduate students living and studying in the United States.
Format: Unstructured life-story interview
Point of entry:


Tell me your life story. You can begin anywhere you like.

Possible path-guiding probes*:


uniqueness of Saudi culture



life in Gamuston



experiences as international student



social circle local, international



contact with family, faculty, classmates



recurring conversation topics with non-Saudis; not preferred conversation topics



advice to advisor or university on Saudi students



advice to friend wanting to study in the U.S.

* These probes are not predetermined questions. Instead, they are rephrased as key points rather
than full sentences for various reasons. First, in order to avoid Eurocentric impositions of
temporality and location with words such as now, then, here, there, etc., I use the referential
terms my participants provide in their descriptions during the interview. Second, I avoid
predetermining descriptors designating a culture or person such as American, Arab, colleague,
etc., until my participants bring up the terms themselves, in which case I will mirror their
language use.
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Appendix B – Overview Participants
The following is a more traditional description of the participants interviewed in this
study with characteristics that are commonly used to describe a person’s general background
(pseudonym, family structure, age indication, place of birth and current residency, occupation,
etc.).
LSH, a Saudi woman in her late twenties, was born and raised in Riyadh and is the fourth
child of five. Both parents are Saudis. She is the only girl among her brothers and has grown to
love having all-male siblings. LSH studied at and graduate from King Saud University in
Riyadh, and is now a second-year student at East Atlantic University (EAU). She lives on her
own in the Gamuston suburbs in a community that is known among Saudis as a place other Saudi
families and individuals come to live in.
Om Talah is a Saudi woman in her early 30s who was born in Jeddah to a Saudi father
and a Syrian mother. She is the middle child of three, with one older brother and one younger
sister. Om Talah has lived most of her life in Jeddah, studying and graduating from King
Abdulaziz University. Upon graduation, Om Talah commuted daily between Jeddah and Mecca,
where she worked at Umm al-Qura University. She has been married for four years and has a
one-year-old daughter living with her husband and her mother in Jeddah. Om Talah is currently a
first-year student at EAU, and lives in the suburbs of Gamuston close by campus in another
community that is known for its Saudi residents.
Sara is a U.S.-born and Saudi raised woman in her late 20s, whose father is from Riyadh
and whose mother is from Al-Qassim, Saudi Arabia. Within the first two years of her birth,
Sara’s family and she moved back to Riyadh where Sara grew up. She is the oldest child of five
with one sister and three brothers. She is a first-year student at EAU, and began her program
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after graduating from King Saud University in Riyadh. Sara generally lives on her own in a
community in the Gamuston suburbs as one of two Saudi households, but her mother stays with
her frequently and throughout long periods.
The Princess is a Saudi woman in her late 20s who was born in Jeddah and raised by a
Saudi mother and father as the fourth child of nine (six sisters and two brothers). She has been
married for nearly one year and was expecting her first child at the time the interview took place.
The Princess studied at King Abdulaziz University in Jeddah and, upon graduation, applied to
study at EAU in Gamuston, where she is a first-year student. She lives in a community close by
campus in which several other Saudi students and their families reside. The Princess generally
lives together with her husband in their apartment, unless he is traveling to Saudi Arabia.
Sheya, a Saudi woman in her late 20s, was born in Jeddah and is one of four children.
Her parents are both from Saudi Arabia and together with her identical twin sister, a younger
sister and a younger brother, they have lived in Jeddah throughout their life. Sheya completed
her studies at King Abdulaziz University in Jeddah and began her studies at EAU immediately
upon graduation, where she is a first-year student. Her twin sister also applied to EAU and will
be joining her in the coming year. She lives in the same suburban community of Gamuston as
The Princess on her own and is planning on rooming with her sister next year.
Leen is a Saudi woman in her late 20s who was born and raised in Jeddah and who is the
middle child of five (two brothers, two sisters) to a Saudi mother and father. She studied at King
Abdulaziz University in Jeddah and worked at Mecca’s Umm al-Qura University after
graduation. At first she commuted daily between Jeddah and Mecca, and then moved to Mecca
to avoid the long drives. She is now a first-year student at EAU and lives on her own in a
suburban community in which other Saudi students reside.
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Lolo, born and raised in Riyadh, is a Saudi woman in her late 20s and the second oldest
child with five other brothers. Both her parents are from Taif and her maternal greatgrandparents are from Uzbekistan. Lolo studied at and graduated from a university in Riyadh,
and, upon graduation, enrolled in an English intensive course at a north-central university. After
one year, she enrolled at the small (less than 5000 students) Catholic Gariana University
(pseudonym), where she is now a first-year student. Lolo deliberately chose to live in a
community away from other Saudi students in a suburban community near Gamuston, where
there is only one other Saudi household she is aware of. Her younger brother has lived with Lolo
during her language course as well as in the Gamuston area now. He was initially enrolled in the
same English language course, but dropped it and is currently not a student.
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